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ABSTRACT  
Exemplary Comrades: The Public and Private Life of Communists in Twentieth-Century Chile 
Alfonso Salgado 
 
This dissertation studies Chilean communists’ public and private lives. It examines the 
experience of being a communist and the Communist Party of Chile’s efforts to shape that 
experience, both in the street and at home. To what extent did communists follow party principles 
regarding public and private life? To what extent did communism succeed in challenging the 
public-private divide so dear to liberalism? These are the questions I seek to answer in this 
dissertation. I argue that communism was lived quite intensely, but that it would be an exaggeration 
to claim that most party members lived and breathed communism. Communists lived a bifurcated 
life: one life lived to the fullest in the public sphere and another life lived less intensely at home. 
Notwithstanding communist discourse, the practices fostered by the party led communist men to 
think of public and private as separate spheres. 
This dissertation provides a detailed portrait of communist men and their relations, both at 
home and in the street, in order to understand how they came to inhabit and expand the Chilean 
political sphere. Communist ideology and activism helped men reaffirm their masculine sense of 
self and claim a space in the public arena, but self-sovereignty came at the cost of family life. 
Communism strengthened the gendered public-private divide by pulling men from their homes 
and imbuing them with a strong sense of mission. Communist men’s intense involvement in public 
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“The first duty of a member,” stated the 1939 Constitution of the Communist Party of Chile 
(Partido Comunista de Chile, PCCH), “is to make the acts of his [or her] public and private life fit 
the principles and program of the Party.”1 A party member, further specified the 1962 Constitution 
of the PCCH, must “stick to the principles of communist morality in his [or her] public and private 
life, watch over the proper education of his [or her] children, [and] be an example at home and a 
good comrade with neighbors and coworkers.”2 Although being a model spouse, parent, and 
worker entailed a different set of expectations, norms, and behaviors, communist dogma saw no 
conflict. “We are communists in every moment of our life,” party leader Galo González declared 
in a famous 1940 speech. He then added: “We have to instill in all the members and especially in 
the cadres the idea that there is no such thing as private and public life within the Party, only one 
life—Party life.”3 Quoting a well-known communist maxim, a 1959 piece on marriage published 
in the party’s theoretical magazine put it in the following terms: “‘You have to be a communist 
twenty-four hours a day,’ that is why there cannot be any distinction between so-called public life 
(at work, in the union, etc.) and private life.”4 
                                                 
1 Partido Comunista de Chile, Estatutos del Partido Comunista de Chile, Santiago: Imprenta y Litografía Antares, 
1939. 
2 Partido Comunista de Chile, Estatutos. Aprobados en el XII Congreso Nacional. Marzo de 1962, Santiago: Imprenta 
Horizonte, 1962. 
3 Galo González, Disciplina, moral obrera, organización, proletarización, Buenos Aires: Ediciones Populares, 1940, 
pp. 32, 43-44. The speech was also included in Galo González, La lucha por la formación del Partido Comunista de 
Chile, Santiago: n.p., 1958. 
4 Principios, November 1959, pp. 17-20, “Nuestro concepto de matrimonio.” 
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Exemplary Comrades is, first and foremost, a study of Chilean communists’ public and 
private lives. It concerns itself with the experience of being a communist. At the same time, 
Exemplary Comrades is also a study of the PCCH and how the party leadership understood the 
relationship between public and private realms. It concerns itself with the party’s efforts to shape 
the experience of its members, both in the street and at home. The study of communists is usually 
predicated on the assumption that communism was a complete way of life—an existential 
commitment that reached into all aspects of a person’s life. In this dissertation I ask how 
communism was lived in twentieth-century Chile and, no less important, whether it was lived as 
intensely as party discourse suggests. To what extent did Chilean communists follow party 
principles regarding public and private life? To what extent did the PCCH succeed in challenging 
the public-private divide so dear to liberalism? These are the questions I seek to answer. 
Exemplary Comrades argues that communism was lived quite intensely, but that it would 
be an exaggeration to say that most party members lived and breathed communism. Communism 
was lived more fully in the public world. For all its preaching about family, the PCCH offered only 
a rough template of family life for party members to follow, and indeed, few cared to follow it. 
Given the structure of Chilean society and the gender imbalance in PCCH membership, 
communism often ended up producing quite unequal partnerships between public-minded, 
communist husbands and stay-at-home, non-communist wives. Communist ideology and activism 
helped men—especially working-class men—reaffirm their masculine sense of pride and claim a 
space in the public sphere, but such self-sovereignty came at the cost of their families. Communist 
men’s intense involvement in public affairs was to the detriment of their wives, who ended up 
confined to the domestic realm. The very practices fostered by the PCCH encouraged communist 
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men to think of public and private as separate spheres. Notwithstanding party rhetoric, communism 
ended up strengthening the gendered public-private divide. 
Exemplary Comrades helps understand the strong connection between politics and 
masculinity. Political historians have been grappling with the fact that, for all its lip service to 
gender equality, the modern state gave life to a definition of citizenship that was highly gendered. 
In Chile and elsewhere, the ideal citizen in the early years of the republic was a male householder, 
whose autonomy was based on property ownership and women’s dependent status. The 
democratization of politics disrupted the connection between citizenship and property ownership 
in the second half of the nineteenth century—in Chile, the 1874 electoral reform expanded the 
right of suffrage to almost every adult man—but the connection between citizenship and gender 
remained in place until well into the twentieth century—in Chile, women acquired the right to vote 
in municipal elections in 1934 and the right to vote in congressional and presidential elections only 
in 1949. The Chilean political sphere remained gendered male even after women acquired voting 
rights, as evidenced by the fact that very few women held public office during the past century. 
Communism was part and parcel of a long-term trend that, while promoting gender equality, 
reaffirmed the male dominance of public life. It advocated for women’s suffrage and nominated 
women to office, but it conceived of the male worker as the revolutionary subject par excellence 
and made a special effort to put male workers in office. 
Exemplary Comrades also contributes to the study of experience and identity among 
politically engaged people. Scholarship has already noted a high correlation between collective 
engagement (whether in political parties or social movements) and personal empowerment, 
suggesting that engagement in public affairs led participants to develop a heightened sense of 
themselves as agents of change. This dissertation goes further by studying the gendered 
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subjectivities of communists. It shows that communism engendered a masculinist self among 
workers. Communism fostered an acute sense of self—that is, the condition of being conscious of 
oneself as an individual—but this particular notion of self was predicated on the separation of 
public and private spheres. Only in the last third of the century changing practices and ideas gave 
life to a different conception of the self, which departed from the markedly masculinist notion 
studied here. 
 
Background: The Communist Party of Chile 
Exemplary Comrades spans the years from 1935 to 1990. It focuses mainly on the two 
greatest periods of the PCCH’s history, when the party participated openly in the political arena 
and crafted alliances that led to its growth: the first period goes from 1935 to 1946, when the PCCH 
first became a relevant actor in Chilean politics; the second period goes from 1958 to 1973, when 
the PCCH reached its zenith of influence in Chilean society. Male unionized workers in industrial, 
port, and mining areas comprised the PCCH’s core constituency during these two periods, although 
the growing popularity of the party among women and students of both sexes during the second 
period helped transform a primarily male organization concerned with labor issues into a political 
party that appealed to diverse constituencies. The party lost support from its power base—the labor 
movement—only after the 1973 military coup, which made political organizing in factories much 
more difficult, relying instead on a small number of loyal cadres and a new generation of men and 
women recruited in neighborhoods and universities across the country. For the major part of its 
history, the PCCH has endorsed a strategy of electoral participation, political alliances, and gradual 
reforms. This institutional emphasis allowed the PCCH to have representatives in Congress and 
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city councils from early on and occasionally to join the cabinet in center-left government 
coalitions. 
The PCCH traces its roots to the Socialist Workers’ Party (Partido Obrero Socialista, POS), 
founded by labor organizer Luis Emilio Recabarren in 1912. The POS affiliated itself with the 
Communist International, or Comintern, in 1922, giving birth to the PCCH. The PCCH’s first 
decade and a half of existence was not very promising. The organization fashioned itself in the 
image of the Russian Bolsheviks. It became a vanguard party led by a tight-knit group of fully 
devoted revolutionaries, but had a small number of members and garnered little support from the 
masses. To make matters worse, communists usually had to act underground during these early 
years, and they suffered severe persecution in the late 1920s and early 1930s.5 
It was not until later that transformations in Chilean politics and the communist world 
movement allowed the PCCH to grow and expand its influence. Following directives from 
Moscow, the party renounced its ultra-revolutionary positions in 1935 and actively searched for 
political allies, adopting a conciliatory rhetoric of cross-class cooperation against the threat of 
fascism. Eventually, these efforts led to the formation of an alliance with the centrist Radical Party 
and the left-wing Socialist and Democratic parties. Under the leadership of a moderate candidate 
from the Radical Party, the so-called “popular front” coalition won the presidency in 1938. The 
number of communist members increased substantially in the following years, especially among 
male urban workers. Together with the Socialist Party, the PCCH became the main representative 
                                                 
5 Sergio Grez, Historia del comunismo en Chile. La era de Recabarren, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2011; Julio Pinto 
and Verónica Valdivia, ¿Revolución proletaria o querida chusma? Socialismo y alessandrismo en la pugna por la 
politización pampina (1911-1932), Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2001; Hernán Ramírez, Origen y formación del Partido 
Comunista de Chile. Ensayo de historia política y social de Chile, Santiago: Editorial Austral, 1965; Olga Ulianova, 
“El Partido Comunista chileno durante la dictadura de Carlos Ibáñez (1927-1931). Primera clandestinidad y 
‘bolchevización’ estaliniana,” Boletín de la Academia Chilena de Historia 111, 2002. 
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of the interests of the working class in the political arena. Political disagreements eventually led 
to the demise of the governing coalition in 1941, but the PCCH managed to craft short-term 
agreements with radical and democrats in later elections and remained a somewhat important 
political actor during the 1940s. Organizationally speaking, the PCCH built an efficient party 
machine during these years. Efforts to police the public and private lives of party members 
increased, leading to the establishment and rapid growth of the feared Control Commission within 
the party’s organizational bureaucracy.6 
In October 1947, President Gabriel Gonzalez Videla turned against the PCCH, which had 
supported his presidential bid a year earlier. González Videla’s unexpected and virulent attack on 
communism and organized labor led to the internment of roughly one thousand citizens—most of 
them communists active in labor unions—in detention centers throughout the country. 
Furthermore, he endorsed a bill that outlawed the PCCH, banned its members from trade-union 
boards, and disenfranchised thousands of supposedly communist voters. Communist membership 
decreased significantly under these adverse circumstances. Anti-communist persecution was most 
severe in late 1947 and 1948, but the PCCH remained an illegal organization for several years, 
forbidden to participate in elections and forced to operate underground.7 
The PCCH only recovered full legality in 1958. Communist membership grew steadily 
thereafter, and so did the party’s share of the electorate. In the elections to the Chamber of 
Deputies, the PCCH obtained 157,572 votes (11.76%) in 1961; 290,635 votes (12.73%) in 1965; 
                                                 
6 Andrew Barnard, “The Chilean Communist Party, 1922-1947,” Ph.D. diss., University of London, 1977; Jody 
Pavilack, Mining for the Nation: The Politics of Chile’s Coal Communities from the Popular Front to the Cold War, 
University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011; Karin Rosemblatt, Gendered Compromises: Political 
Cultures and the State in Chile, 1920-1950, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000. 
7 Carlos Huneeus, La guerra fría chilena. Gabriel González Videla y la Ley Maldita, Santiago: Debate, 2009; Pavilack, 
Mining for the Nation. 
7 
 
383,049 votes (16.60%) in 1969; and 593,738 votes (16.36%) in 1973. The PCCH’s main ally 
during these years was not the centrist Radical Party but the left-wing Socialist Party. This led to 
the growth of a strong labor movement under the control of the left and to the formation of a stable 
left-wing coalition that usually obtained one third of the votes in district, congressional, and 
presidential elections. Crucial in uniting the two main parties of the left was Salvador Allende, 
who belonged to the Socialist Party but shared the PCCH’s institutional emphasis. Communists 
and socialists rallied together behind his presidential candidacy in 1958, 1964, and 1970. His 
triumph in the 1970 presidential elections led to vast economic reforms and a rich period of 
experimentation in democratic socialism. The PCCH reached its peak membership during the 
Allende administration, claiming over two hundred thousand members. The Control Commission 
now focused not only on controlling the behavior of party members but also on their personal 
development and wellbeing.8 
On September 11, 1973, a military coup ended Allende’s democratic government and 
inaugurated Chile’s longest dictatorship—that of Augusto Pinochet. Thousands of communists 
ended up imprisoned. Hundreds of them were killed. Most of those who avoided capture or 
survived detention abandoned political activism. Many went into exile. Only a few thousand 
communists remained active in the underground. Not until March 1990 did the country return to 
democracy, after a national referendum organized by the dictatorship and behind-the-scenes 
negotiations between the military and the moderate, non-communist opposition. The demise of 
                                                 
8 Rolando Álvarez, Arriba los pobres del mundo. Cultura e identidad política del Partido Comunista de Chile entre 
democracia y dictadura, 1965-1990, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2011; Carmelo Furci, El Partido Comunista de Chile 
y la Vía Chilena al Socialismo, Santiago: Ariadna Ediciones, 2008; Alessandro Santoni, El comunismo italiano y la 
Vía Chilena. El origen de un mito, Santiago: Ril Editores, 2011. 
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socialism in Eastern Europe shattered the illusions of many communists, and the negotiated nature 
of the transition to democracy in Chile marginalized the PCCH for years to come.9 
 
Conceptual Framework and Academic Contributions 
Exemplary Comrades draws upon, and contributes to, global scholarship on communism 
in the twentieth century. Communism grew out of the intersection of a burgeoning social force and 
a powerful political idea. Believing that loosely organized social-democratic parties could achieve 
only modest gains for the working class and that the labor movement was too narrowly focused 
on bread and butter issues, Russian revolutionary Vladimir Lenin called for the formation of a 
small, tight-knit organization of fully devoted revolutionaries to lead and guide workers through 
revolution. The unexpected occurrence of revolution in Russia in 1917 and the success of Lenin’s 
vanguard party in seizing all power led to the formation of a self-styled socialist state, the Soviet 
Union, and a new political movement of global reach, the world communist movement. Soviet 
leaders codified Lenin’s ideas after his death in 1924, putting special emphasis on centralized 
command and a strict cadre policy. The diverse left-wing political organizations from around the 
world that hailed the Russian Revolution and adhered to the Comintern around 1920 underwent a 
convoluted process of transformation in the ensuing years. Following directives from Moscow, 
these parties strove hard to model themselves after the image that the Communist Party of the 
                                                 
9 Álvarez, Arriba los pobres del mundo; Rolando Álvarez, Desde las sombras. Una historia de la clandestinidad 
comunista (1973-1980), Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2003; Rolando Álvarez, “Historias, historiografía y memorias del 
comunismo chileno en la primera década del siglo XXI. Un ensayo bibliográfico,” in Viviana Bravo, ¡Con la razón y 
la fuerza, venceremos! La rebelión popular y la subjetividad comunista en los ‘80, Santiago: Ariadna Ediciones, 2010; 
Rolando Álvarez, “Clandestinos. Entre prohibiciones públicas y resistencias privadas. Chile 1973-1990,” in Rafael 
Sagredo and Cristian Gazmuri, eds., Historia de la vida privada en Chile. Tomo III, Santiago: Editorial Taurus, 2007; 
Alfredo Riquelme, Rojo atardecer. El comunismo chileno entre dictadura y democracia, Santiago: Ediciones de la 
Dibam, 2009; Cathy Schneider, Shantytown Protest in Pinochet’s Chile, Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995. 
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Soviet Union (CPSU) had of itself, just like the PCCH did in the 1920s and early 1930s. The partial 
success of this process of homogenization made the debate on communism a global one from the 
very beginning.10 
Half sect, half juggernaut, communist parties have long attracted the attention of scholars. 
In the tradition of Raymond Aron, a number of scholars have approached communism as a “secular 
religion” and communist parties as sect-like organizations.11 Famous French historian François 
Furet, for example, described communism as an illusion that gave meaning to people’s lives and 
involved a deep psychological investment, “somewhat like a religious faith.”12 Others have studied 
the role of myths, rites, and symbols in furthering a sense of belonging among members.13 To 
account also for the bureaucratic dimension of communism, some of the most lucid scholars have 
resorted to Ervin Goffman’s concept of “total institution” or to Sigmund Neumann’s definition of 
the communist party as a “party of absolutist integration.”14 These scholars contend that 
                                                 
10 Paul Le Blanc, Lenin and the Revolutionary Party, New York: Humanity Books, 1993; Norman LaPorte, Kevin 
Morgan, and Matthew Worley, eds., Bolshevism, Stalinism, and the Comintern: Perspectives on Stalinization, 1917-
1953, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008. 
11 Raymond Aron, The Opium of the Intellectuals, London: Secker & Warburg, 1957, pp. 265-294. See, e.g., the essays 
by Stéphane Courtois and Marc Lazar in Stéphane Courtois and Marc Lazar, eds., Rigueur et passion. Mélanges offerts 
en hommage à Annie Kriegel, Paris: Cerf, 1994.; Thomas Linehan, Communism in Britain, 1920-39: From the Cradle 
to the Grave, New York: Manchester University Press, 2007; Kevin Morgan, Gidon Cohen, and Andrew Flinn, 
Communists and British Society, 1921-1990, London: River Oram Press, 2007; Gérard Vicent, “Communism as Way 
of Life,” in Antoine Prost and Gerárd Vincent, eds., A History of Private Life. Volume V: Riddles of Identity in Modern 
Times, Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1991. 
12 François Furet, The Passing of an Illusion: The Idea of Communism in the Twentieth Century, Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1999, p. ix. 
13 See, e.g., David Kertzer, Politics and Symbols: The Italian Communist Party and the Fall of Communism, New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996; Jorge Ferreira, Prisioneiros do mito. Cultura e imaginário político dos 
comunistas no Brasil (1930-1956), Niterói: Editora da Universidade Federal Fluminense, 2002; Marisa Silva, Aquellos 
comunistas. 1955-1973, Montevideo: Editorial Taurus, 2009; Gerrit Voerman, “The Formative Years of the 
Communist ‘Moral Community’ in the Netherlands 1917-1930,” in Kevin Morgan, Gidon Cohen, and Andrew Flinn, 
eds., Agents of the Revolution: New Biographical Approaches to the History of International Communism in the Age 
of Lenin and Stalin, Bern: Peter Lang, 2005. 
14 Erving Goffman, “On the Characteristics of Total Institutions,” in Asylums: Essays on the social situation of mental 
patients and other inmates, New York: Anchor Books, 1961; Sigmund Neumann, “Towards a Comparative Study of 
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communist parties put forth a totalizing way of life. According to the seminal essays of Annie 
Kriegel in France and Raphael Samuel in Great Britain, communist parties functioned virtually as 
closed societies, ideology helping to provide party members with a distinct and self-contained 
social identity.15 
Like other communist parties, the PCCH created a special commission to control the 
private and public behavior of all members and watch over the development of those worthy of 
becoming cadres. The PCCH liked to present itself as a big family, supportive and protective of 
its members. The camaraderie that members found within the party provided them with meaningful 
relationships coded in a language of fraternity and class solidarity. Family and friendship networks 
paralleled those of the party very closely in certain working-class neighborhoods, most of them 
located in industrial cities and ports. Personal political networks were also important in nitrate- 
and coal-mining towns, where the PCCH usually obtained a large share of the votes. Nevertheless, 
left-leaning neighborhoods and mining towns account for only a small portion of party members. 
Most communists lived in non-communist areas and were well integrated into larger Chilean 
society. The communist experience, I would argue, cannot be described as “totalizing” even in the 
most politicized of these environments. 
Canonical scholarship on communist parties has been enriched in recent years by an 
increasing focus on communists themselves. This shift is part of a broader scholarly trend among 
                                                 
Political Parties,” in Sigmund Neumann, ed., Modern Political Parties, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956; 
Philip Selznick, The Organizational Weapon: A Study of Bolshevik Strategy and Tactics, New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1952. See, e.g., Marc Lazar, “Au service du Parti,” Communisme 5, 1984; Jeannette Verdès-Leroux, “Une institution 
totale auto-perpétuée,” Actes de la Recherché en Sciences Sociales 36-37, 1981. Cfr. Claude Pennetier and Bernard 
Pudal, “La ‘vérification’ (l’encadrement biographique communiste dans l’Entre-deux-guerres),” Genèses 23, 1996. 
15 Annie Kriegel, The French Communists: Profile of a People, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972; Raphael 
Samuel, The Lost World of British Communism, New York: Verso, 2006. Kriegel’s essay was originally published in 
France in 1968. Samuel’s essay was originally published in The New Left Review in the mid-1980s. 
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historians, contending that to understand modern political organizations, especially those of the 
left, we first need to understand political activists, their motivations, expectations, and experiences. 
This move away from the communist juggernaut and into the communist subject, however, has led 
to widely divergent interpretations. Some argue that being a communist demanded a complete 
surrender, including a sacrifice of one’s individuality, to the party. Commitment to communism 
meant, in the words of a student of the cadres of the Comintern, “‘giving oneself’ and ‘working on 
oneself,’ devoting oneself body and soul to the Party.”16 Other scholars have arrived at a very 
different conclusion. They argue that communists developed a heightened sense of themselves as 
historical actors precisely by virtue of their party membership. Communist activism, these scholars 
contend, led to a more pronounced sense of the self.17  
This dissertation weighs in on this scholarly debate. It holds that, for the most part, 
communism led to self-affirmation, not to self-surrender. At the same time, however, this 
dissertation qualifies the formative power of communism. Disproportionate emphasis on the 
cadres and the most committed communists has led scholars to overstate the power of communist 
parties in shaping the experience of party members. The turn to identity and subjectivity has 
blinded scholars of communism to a simple yet crucial social fact: communist parties were 
composed of diverse members with widely differing levels of commitment. As some scholars of 
the Communist Party of Great Britain have recently argued, communists were usually integrated 
into a wide range of formal and informal social relationships beyond the purview of the party. For 
                                                 
16 Brigitte Studer, The Transnational World of the Cominternians. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015, p. 10. See, 
also, Marc Lazar, “Le Parti et le don de soi,” Vingtième Siècle. Revue d’Histoire 60, 1998. Cfr. Claude Pennetier and 
Bernard Pudal, “Écrire son autobiographie (les autobiographies d’institution, 1931-1939),” Genèses 23, 1996. 
17 See, e.g., Greg Grandin, The Last Colonial Massacre: Latin America in the Cold War, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004; Catherine Leclercq and Julie Pagis, “Les incidences biographiques de l’engagement. 
Socialisations militantes et mobilité sociale,” Sociétés Contemporaines 84, 4, 2011. 
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those outside the nomenklatura, these scholars argue, “the party provided only one of a number of 
possible relationships, not always the most important of them.”18 In the case of Chile, social life 
made affiliation with labor unions, social clubs, sports clubs, and other voluntary associations quite 
common among urban working-class men, the PCCH’s core constituency. Communists often 
befriended non-communists from these associations, the workplace, or the neighborhood. They 
also spent time with relatives who voted for other parties. Excessive political zeal made these 
relationships difficult and caused some breaks, but few communists felt the need to renounce all 
other allegiances in order to remain party members in good standing. When forced to choose, not 
everyone chose the party. Fluctuations in membership were high. The PCCH, like other communist 
parties, could never halt the hemorrhaging of members. 
While most scholars of communism have been fascinated by the personal transformation 
of the cadres, this dissertation goes beyond the inner circle of the apparatus to include the broader 
circle of rank-and-file communists and occasionally even the outer circle of communist 
sympathizers.19 It pays particular attention to married communist men from the working class, 
which comprised the bulk of the membership. Given its sociological emphasis and its focus on a 
specific kind of member, this dissertation draws upon class, gender, and generation as categories 
of historical analysis. Class is undoubtedly the category that has received the most attention from 
scholars of communism, and there is now a rich literature on the difficult articulation between 
                                                 
18 Morgan, Cohen, and Flinn, Communists and British Society. 
19 I am drawing here on Annie Kriegel’s concentric ring model of communist organization, which distinguishes 
between the inner circle of the apparatus, the circle of party members, and the outer circle of sympathizers. Kriegel, 
The French Communists. On the notion of concentric circles as a distinct type of social organization, see Hanna 
Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1973, pp. 364-388. 
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communist parties and working-class cultures.20 The dissertation’s first chapters add to this 
literature. They focus for the most part on working-class communists and their families. They all 
stress the importance of locally grounded notions of work, family, and politics in conditioning the 
success of the PCCH. The salience of class recedes in the last chapters. This shift of attention 
partly corresponds to the transformation of the PCCH into a more heterogeneous party representing 
various constituencies in the 1960s and early 1970s.21 
This dissertation pays a great deal of attention to gender and generation as well. In the last 
couple of decades, scholars of communism have published well-documented studies on 
communism and gender. Particularly relevant are studies on the ideal communist family, which 
have emphasized its gendered and unequal nature.22 Other scholars have shown that communism 
also had a strong and marked generational focus. Communist parties sought to address the 
experience of male and female members at the principal phases of their life cycles and to provide 
                                                 
20 See, e.g., Hernán Camarero, A la conquista de la clase obrera. Los comunistas y el mundo del trabajo en la 
Argentina, 1920-1935, Buenos Aires: Editorial Siglo XXI, 2007; David Kertzer, Comrades and Christians: Religion 
and Political Struggle in Communist Italy, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980; Gerardo Leibner, 
Camaradas y compañeros. Una historia política y social de los comunistas del Uruguay, Montevideo: Ediciones 
Trilce, 2011; Stuart Macintyre, Little Moscows: Communism and Working-Class Militancy in Inter-War Britain, 
London: Croom Helm, 1980; Julian Mischi, Servir la classe ouvrière. Sociabilités militantes au PCF, Rennes: Presses 
Universitaires de Rennes, 2010; Morgan, Cohen, and Flinn, Communists and British Society; Dulce Pandolfi, 
Camaradas e companheiros. Memória e história do PCB, Rio de Janeiro: Relume Dumará, 1995; Marco Aurélio 
Santana, Homens partidos. Comunistas e sindicatos no Brasil, São Paulo: Boitempo Editorial, 2001; Randi Storch, 
Red Chicago: American Communism at its Grassroots, 1928-1935, Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2007.  
21 Enzo Faletto, “Algunas características de la base social del Partido Socialista y del Partido Comunista. 1958-1973,” 
Documento de Trabajo 97, Santiago: Flacso, 1980; Furci, El Partido Comunista de Chile, pp. 43-47. On the electoral 
dilemma of class-based parties in democratic capitalist societies, see Adam Przeworski, Capitalism and Social 
Democracy, Paris: Cambridge University Press and Editions de la Maison des Sciences de l’Homme, 1986. According 
to Przeworksi, these parties face the dilemma of choosing to remain small electoral parties homogenous in their class 
appeal, or, to become larger electoral parties at the cost of diluting their class orientation. 
22 See, e.g., Sandro Bellassai, Morale comunista. Pubblico e privato nella rappresentazione del PCI: 1947-1956, 
Roma: Carocci, 2000; Maria Casalini, Famiglie comuniste. Ideologie e vita quotidiana nell’Italia degli anni 
cinquanta, Bologna: Il Mulino, 2010. 
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children, youth, and adults with specific roles and responsibilities.23 This dissertation draws on 
their insights. It focuses for the most part on the experience of adult, married communist men. 
These men reaffirmed their sense of manhood not only by demanding respect from employers and 
demonstrating their collective power publicly, but also by their ability to provide for their families 
as the heads of their households. Nevertheless, as this dissertation shows, ideas about 
breadwinning and domesticity coexisted in an uneasy relationship with traditional definitions of 
manhood based on male autonomy and peer socializing. 
Exemplary Comrades also sheds new light on the relationship between the private and the 
public realms. It is informed by the history of private life proposed by French historian Philippe 
Ariès and the study of the public sphere pioneered by German sociologist Jürgen Habermas.24 The 
former school led me to understand the momentous transformation of the family into the center of 
both private life and individuality. The latter school led me to reflect on liberal democracy from 
the perspective of one of its central categories. Ariès’s and Habermas’s broad historical narratives 
coincide in making the emergence of two distinct and separate spheres—the private and the 
public—a relatively recent historical phenomenon. Unfortunately, the division of labor among 
students of private life and the public sphere has obscured the extent to which both schools are 
complementary. Feminist scholars have called to surpass the stark opposition between public and 
                                                 
23 See, e.g., Linehan, Communism in Britain. 
24 Philippe Ariès, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life. New York: Vintage, 1962; Philippe Ariès, 
“Introduction,” in Roger Chartier, ed., A History of Private Life. Volume III: Passions of the Renaissance, Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap Press, 1989; Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a 
Category of Bourgeois Society, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1989. 
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private. Following their lead, this dissertation understands the public-private divide as a 
historically contingent and politically contested modern construct.25 
 The relationship between public and private matters has also attracted a lot of interest 
among scholars of communism and the Soviet Union in particular. Soviet communism not only 
demanded the subordination of private interests to public priorities, but also flattened the liberal 
distinction between public and private spheres. According to Soviet dogma, the distinction itself 
was nothing but a bourgeois fetish. Scholars disagree on the impact of such a dogma. Some 
scholars have argued that the Stalinist state’s attempt to obliterate the distinction between the 
public and private realms failed due to the resilience of the latter. Citizens retained their own values 
in private and never aligned their intimate desires with public goals.26 A younger generation of 
scholars has counter-argued that the public-private binary fails to grasp the transformations that 
took place in the Soviet Union. These scholars maintain that communist ideology was ubiquitous 
and unavoidable. Soviet citizens did not behave as heroic liberal agents against totalitarian rule, 
but instead embraced communist values and sought self-realization in the collectivity.27 
                                                 
25 Dena Goodman, for example, argued that Habermas’s bourgeois public sphere and Ariès’s new culture of private 
life co-constructed each other. Dena Goodman, “Public Sphere and Private Life: Toward a Synthesis of Current 
Historiographical Approaches to the Old Regime,” History and Theory 31, 1, 1992. See, also Joan Landes, Women 
and the Public Sphere in the Age of the French Revolution. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988; Nancy Fraser, 
“Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to Actually Existing Democracy,” Social Text 25/26, 1990. 
26 See, e.g., Deborah Field, Private Life and Communist Morality in Khrushchev’s Russia, New York: Peter Lang, 
2007; Orlando Figes, The Whisperers: Private Life in Stalin’s Russia, New York: Metropolitan Books, 2007; Oleg 
Kharkhordin, “Reveal and Dissimulate: A Genealogy of Private Life in Soviet Russia,” in Jeff Weintraub and Krishan 
Kumar, eds., Public and Private in Thought and Practice: Perspectives on a Grand Dichotomy, Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1997; Vladimir Shlapentokh, Public and Private Life of the Soviet People: Changing Values in 
Post-Stalin Russia, New York: Oxford University Press, 1989. 
27 See, e.g., Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization, Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1995; Igor Halfin, Terror in My Soul: Communist Autobiographies on Trial, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2003; Jochen Hellbeck, Revolution on My Mind: Writing a Diary under Stalin, Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2006. 
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 Although scholars of both Western societies and the defunct Soviet Union have grown 
increasingly wary of the public-private dichotomy, this dissertation holds that it can still yield 
valuable insights. The contours of the public and private realms are admittedly vague, but there is 
no need to throw the baby out with the bathwater. After all, the contemporaries themselves thought 
in similar terms. In Chile, the liberal state furthered the fiction of the private as an autonomous 
realm of social life, and it granted every married man the right to act as a paterfamilias until late 
into the twentieth century.28 The existence of an open forum to discuss public affairs was no less 
important in the minds of these men, and they defended their personal reputations as eagerly as 
their points of view in this forum. The PCCH demanded that party members behave properly in 
both public and private in order to gain greater legitimacy in a competitive liberal democracy, thus 
acknowledging the very distinction that communism hoped to subvert. This dissertation uses the 
public-private distinction to make sense of these two realms of experience, studying both their 
interrelation and separateness. One of its main contentions is that the PCCH ended up reifying this 
liberal construct and strengthening its distinctly gendered character. 
Finally, Exemplary Comrades contributes to scholarship on the Chilean political system 
and its transformation during the twentieth century. Scholars often describe the period from 1932 
to 1973 as that of the irruption of the masses onto the political scene. The formation of left-wing 
organizations in the 1920s and early 1930s heralded the beginning of a more democratic era. This 
process of inclusion progressed slowly, punctuated by electoral reforms that encouraged greater 
civic participation (e.g., 1958, 1962) and expanded the right of suffrage to women (1934, 1949) 
and to citizens between eighteen and twenty years of age (1970). The institutional dimension of 
                                                 
28 Nara Milanich, Children of Fate: Childhood, Class, and the State in Chile, 1850-1930, Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2009. 
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the enlargement of the Chilean political sphere has been well studied, but we still know little about 
the strategies of legitimation of new political parties and the experience of new political actors.29 
For men of the bourgeoisie, engaging in public affairs had long been a way to be somebody. This 
dissertation shows that, in the twentieth century, communism offered men and women from all 
social classes—but especially men from the working class—the opportunity to be somebody. In 
communism, men from the working class found a means to claim a voice in public affairs and 
demand greater respect from their employers and the state, reshaping in turn the contours of the 
political sphere. They came to inhabit this sphere as workers and heads of households, and they 
thought of themselves as embodying the universal not in spite of their particularity, but because of 
it. 
 
Sources and Method 
The research for this dissertation was mostly based on the communist press, archival 
documents, published memoirs, and oral-history interviews. I examined quite thoroughly the party 
newspaper El Siglo, the party’s theoretical magazine Principios, and several short-lived 
                                                 
29 On the enlargement of the Chilean political sphere, the strategies of legitimation of political parties, and the 
experience of political actors, see Larissa Adler Lomnitz and Anna Melnick, La cultura política chilena y los partidos 
de centro. Una explicación antropológica, Santiago: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1998; Mario Garcés, Tomando su 
sitio. El movimiento de pobladores de Santiago, 1957-1970, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2002; Thomas Klubock, 
Contested Communities: Class, Gender, and Politics in Chile’s El Teniente Copper Mine, 1904-1951, Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 1998; Cristina Moyano, MAPU o la seducción del poder y la juventud. Los años fundacionales 
del partido mito de nuestra transición (1969-1973), Santiago: Ediciones Alberto Hurtado, 2009; Pavilack, Mining for 
the Nation; Margaret Power, Right-Wing Women in Chile: Feminine Power and the Struggle against Allende, 1964-
1973, University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002; Rosemblatt, Gendered Compromises; Gwinn 
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Sexuality, and Labor in the Chilean Agrarian Reform, 1950-1973, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002; Arturo 
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and Seymour Lipset, eds., Democracy in Developing Countries. Volume Four: Latin America, Boulder, CO: Lynne 
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communist magazines that targeted specific audiences. In order to better understand the 
relationship between the PCCH and its outer circle of sympathizers, I also went over some bulletins 
published by communist-led labor unions and neighborhood associations. Even though I spent 
several months researching these periodicals and amassed a significant amount of factual 
information from them, the communist press plays a somewhat subsidiary role in the dissertation 
as a whole. As the reader will notice, I draw on these periodicals mainly to analyze discourses, 
representations, and ideas, always wary of mistaking the word for the world. 
Archival research involved visiting several archives in Chile and also a few archives 
abroad. The importance of archival material will be more apparent to the reader in the chapters 
that focus on political persecution and underground activism. However, the many months I spent 
doing archival research in state and human rights archives also informed my writing of the chapters 
that focus on the public and private lives of communists during more peaceful periods. Reading 
alimony and custody court records involving party members, for example, helped me to go beyond 
party discourse and take a fresh look at the family life of communists, even though court records 
are rarely cited in the following pages. These records suggest that the family life of communists 
differed from the ideal prescribed by the PCCH. Like any marriage, theirs had ups and downs. 
Communist men’s political activism, however, added extra strain to these relationships. 
Published memoirs and oral-history interviews were even more important. By memoirs I 
mean both autobiographies stricto sensu and any other form of narrative describing the personal 
experience of the writer. I read several dozen published memoirs, from the well-known memoirs 
of the mid-twentieth century to the most obscure memoirs published in recent years. The scholarly 
turn to experience and subjectivity encouraged me to approach the communist memoir as a specific 
genre and to read these personal narratives in that light. As some scholars have noted, the 
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communist memoir offers a vantage point to study the coming together of biography and History—
with a capital H.30 At the same time, the selection of a broader, more diverse corpus of memoirs 
led me to rethink the power of communist ideology in shaping the lives of party members. The 
fusion of the individual and the collective has fascinated scholars of the communist experience 
and the so-called “communist self,” but my reading suggests that communism was just one identity 
among others, even for those who eagerly internalized the communist lingo or became party 
functionaries. Communism offered the illusion of a complete and coherent social identity and 
many wore this identity very proudly in public, but, if you scratch the surface, you will find 
sensitive primary teachers and hardened coal miners, bread-and-butter union leaders and devoted 
community organizers, jealous husbands and caring fathers. 
Oral-history interviews gave me the opportunity to ask questions about family life and 
personal feelings, topics insufficiently covered in written sources. In the course of the research, I 
interviewed thirty-two people, less than half of whom are quoted in the dissertation. I also helped 
structure and listened to interviews conducted by my research assistants José Manuel Baeza and 
Diego Vilches. Together, the two of them interviewed thirteen people. Our interviews followed, 
for the most part, the well-established method of the life-history interview.31 We interviewed 
communists, former communists, and even some relatives of communists who never joined the 
organization. The interviewees were diverse in terms of class, gender, and age. They were selected 
randomly, without aiming at a representative sample of communist membership or Chilean society 
                                                 
30 See, e.g., James Barrett, “Was the Personal Political? Reading the Autobiography of American Communism,” 
International Review of Social History 53, December 2008; Halfin, Terror in My Soul; Gina Herrmann, Written in 
Red: The Communist Memoir in Spain, Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2010. 
31 See, e.g., Robert Atkinson, “The Life Story Interview,” in Jaber Gubrium and James Holstein, eds., Handbook of 
Interview Research: Context and Method, Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2002; Daniel Bertaux, ed., Biography 
and Society: The Life History Approach in the Social Sciences, London: Sage Publications, 1981. 
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at any given time. Roughly two thirds of them were men. The oldest were born in the 1920s and 
the youngest in the 1970s. Most were born in the 1940s and 1950s. The interviews lasted usually 
two or three hours, and some interviewees were interviewed more than once. In total, these 
interviews add up to 151 hours of recording. In the following pages, I identify these interviewees 
only by their first names—and sometimes I even alter them—to protect their privacy. 
In order to have access to a broader sample of people and contrast my findings with those 
obtained through interviews conducted by other researchers, I also watched several dozen 
videotaped oral-history interviews from the Dirección de Bibliotecas, Archivos y Museos 
(DIBAM), the Centro de Documentación del Museo de la Memoria y los Derechos Humanos 
(CEDOCMMDH), and the Corporación Parque por la Paz Villa Grimaldi (CPPVG). DIBAM has 
a collection of oral-history interviews that furthers the participation of individuals and 
communities in the construction of local and national memory. The CEDOCMMDH and the 
CPPVG have built splendid oral-history archives documenting human rights violations during the 
Pinochet dictatorship. In addition, I had the fortune of listening to oral-history interviews 
conducted by Chilean historian Carolina Fernández-Niño for her study on the young communist 
women of the 1960s and early 1970s.32 
 
Structure of the Dissertation 
This dissertation is divided into six chapters. The dissertation’s four first chapters focus on 
married communist men and their wives, most of whom did not belong to the PCCH. Chapter 1 
                                                 
32 I am very grateful to Carolina Fernández-Niño for allowing me to listen to interviews she conducted for “La 
muchacha se incorpora a la lucha popular. La militancia femenina. Una aproximación a la cultura política del Partido 
Comunista de Chile. 1965-1973,” B.A. thesis, Universidad Santiago de Chile, 2009. 
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studies the all-encompassing conceptualization of politics put forth by the PCCH during the 
popular-front years, which demanded that male communists guide their lives by communist 
principles and behave properly in the public and private realms. According to party dogma, a 
communist worker had to be a good husband and provider, refraining from excessive drinking, 
gambling, and womanizing. However, I show that all kinds of workers—including communist 
workers—spent some evenings and nights in bars, gambling dens, and brothels. Their experiences 
in these and other places of working-class male sociability informed their sense of self and, to a 
certain extent, their political ideas. Communist workers, for example, held a work-based 
understanding of politics that differed from the party’s broader, holistic conceptualization. The 
party’s ideal failed to take full root not only because it encountered opposition from the rank-and-
file membership, but also because the party leadership approached the matter somewhat 
instrumentally, enforcing regulations for reasons of political expediency rather than ideological 
conviction. 
Chapter 2 studies the PCCH’s attempt to build an inclusive culture of political engagement 
during the same period, encouraging greater female participation in public activities. According to 
party dogma, communist men had to integrate their families into the movement and, if possible, 
recruit them to the party. However, I show that many communist men, especially working-class 
men, were reluctant to bring their wives and children to public activities and preferred them to stay 
at home. Stay-at-home wives were not necessarily attracted by the prospect of participating in 
communist politics either. The party’s ideal failed to take full root not only because it garnered 
little support, but also because the party lacked the will to challenge the domestic arrangements 
that prevented women from taking more active roles in public affairs. Believing that men would 
devote themselves more fully to party activities if their wives took care of the home, the party 
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leadership chose to reap political benefits from the gendered division of labor and called on women 
to be their husbands’ helpmates. 
Chapter 3 studies President González Videla’s “war on communism” and documents the 
experience of those who suffered political confinement, the majority of them adult, working class 
men, active in either labor unions, the PCCH, or both. Life in Pisagua, the most famous place of 
confinement, was only partially regimented. The military authorities conducted a daily roll call 
and served meals at specific hours of the day, but prisoners could do as they wished during the 
day. The natural boundaries of the town demarcated the boundaries of the prison camp. In other 
places of confinement, the prisoners were expected to find their own shelter, secure their own food 
supply, and sign in at the local precinct every day. This chapter also documents the experience of 
the families of those in confinement. Some lost their houses. Others had to move because they 
could not afford to pay the rent. Political confinement and underground activism made family life 
quite difficult, and some couples separated. The help and comprehension of wives was vital in 
sustaining communist activism. The overlapping of personal and political networks helped the 
PCCH to confront the González Videla administration. 
Chapter 4 studies the competing demands of communist activism and family life during 
the third quarter of the century. Communist activism demanded immense dedication, time, and 
sacrifice. I show that the passion for politics of some communists led them to neglect their families. 
In the case of the most devoted communist men, who remained active throughout their adult lives 
and assumed leadership positions, the party often took precedence over the family. Wives and 
children ended up paying the price of husbands’ revolutionary zeal. The PCCH is partly to blame. 
The party leadership was well aware of the tension between political work and family life, but it 
demanded that members excel in both arenas. The soundness of this ideal was never called into 
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question. The party leadership did reorient the Control Commission to take greater responsibility 
for the cadres’ families, but it failed to meet the standard it set for itself. The problem of balancing 
political and domestic responsibilities was never fully resolved, either in theory (by the PCCH) or 
in practice (by PCCH members). 
The dissertation’s last two chapters provide a rough sketch of party members other than 
married communist men. Chapter 5 studies the social and emotional lives of the young communists 
of the 1960s and early 1970s. This was a period of politicization of a large number of young men 
and women, most of whom sided with the left. The PCCH’s youth wing, the Communist Youth of 
Chile (Juventudes Comunistas de Chile, JJCC), went from approximately four hundred members 
to over eighty thousand members. I show that the appeal of the left among the youth of the era 
cannot be understood without recourse to feelings of friendship and love. Left-leaning young 
people from all walks of life made informal, friendly contacts with young activists that led them 
to commit further. Once active in left-wing youth organizations, young men and women spent 
several afternoons a week with young comrades, whether in the streets or party headquarters. 
Young communist men and women had an intense, yet somewhat sectarian, social life, as they 
participated in parties, trips, and other social activities. Political and social activities led them to 
forge strong emotional bonds that provided them with a sense of belonging. These young activists 
also felt an intense need to marry someone who shared the same ideology in order to have a more 
fulfilling life, something which previous generations of communists rarely felt. 
Chapter 6 studies organized resistance against the Pinochet dictatorship. I focus on the role 
of communists and relatives of communists in two different, multi-party organizations: the 
Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos (AFDD), which brought together relatives 
of detenidos desaparecidos from different political parties; and the Frente Patriótico Manuel 
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Rodríguez (FPMR), a nominally independent politico-military force created by the PCCH that 
accepted people from different political backgrounds. I show that human rights activism in the 
AFDD and politico-military activism in the FPMR developed out of deeply gendered notions of 
family and political activism. Whereas women comprised the bulk of AFDD membership, the 
FPMR relied mostly on young single men. The specific roles that both men and women performed 
in each of these organizations were strongly conditioned by gender as well. In addition, I show 
that personal and political networks helped make the AFDD and the FPMR successful. State-
sponsored forced disappearance led many mothers, wives, and daughters of communists into the 
ranks of the AFDD, including a handful of experienced communist women who ended up 
organizing effective public demonstrations and controlling the AFDD. The FPMR grew out of a 
small group of young Chilean men trained as military officers in Cuba, thanks to communist 
networks abroad and families in exile. Unsurprisingly, individuals linked to the PCCH by family 
ties often found themselves at the vanguard of critical organizations in the struggle against the 
Pinochet dictatorship. 
 
Note on Terminology 
Writing history is always an exercise in translation, all the more so when the protagonists 
of the story speak another language. Communists everywhere shared a very unique lexicon and 
many of the technical terms used by Chilean communists have a close equivalent in English—
cuadro is cadre, vanguardia is vanguard, and so on. However, some terms used by Chilean 
communists were more difficult to translate. Let me expand on two of them: militante and 
compañero. I translate militante not as “militant” but alternately as “member” or “activist,” and 
occasionally even plainly as “communist,” although none of these words entirely captures the 
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nuances of the term in Spanish. The same is true for militancia, which I translate as “[political] 
activism” or “[political] membership” depending on the context. While I did my best to translate 
militante and militancia as accurately as possible throughout the dissertation, I chose never to 
translate the term compañero when quoting from a source, even though the term’s multiple 
meanings may sometimes lead to confusion. Back then in Chile, common people used this term to 
refer to their coworkers and other peers, and sometimes also to their romantic partners. Chilean 
communists used the term compañero in these two senses quite often. In addition, they used the 
same term to refer to other communists, so much so that it ended up virtually replacing the term 
camarada, or comrade. Compañero connotes horizontality and a degree of intimacy, and it helped 
build solidarity among workers, comradeship among party members, and, more occasionally, 




Respectable Workers and Good Husbands: 
Communist Rhetoric, Male Sociability, and the Problem of Morality (1935-1946) 
 
 
 A new member joined the pantheon of the PCCH in 1942, when Eduardo Tapia, a forty-
two-year-old painter, died due to injuries inflicted by political rivals. The communist daily El Siglo 
spread the tragic news and called sympathetic workers to attend the martyr’s funeral. Interviewed 
by the newspaper’s journalist, the widow described the deceased in the following terms: “What a 
good husband my poor Eduardo was! He lived for his family, his union, and his Party. Those were 
his vices. He had no others.” The newspaper decided to head this section of the article “What a 
good husband he was!” For men like Tapia, to be a good husband meant providing for the family 
while avoiding activities that diverted time and resources from domestic priorities, such as 
drinking in bars, gambling in illicit casinos, and whoring in brothels. These were the vices Tapia’s 
widow implicitly alluded to.33 
 This chapter delves into the PCCH’s attempt to make “good husbands” out of their 
members. It studies the all-encompassing conceptualization of politics put forth by the 
organization, which argued that the principles of communism should guide all aspects of the 
members’ lives and demanded that members behave properly in the public and private realms. The 
party’s discourse on propriety offered men an appealing social identity—as respectable workers 
and responsible husbands and parents—that was not foreign to them and which many full-
                                                 
33 El Siglo, January 15, 1942, pp. 1-2, “Salvaje crimen Ibañista. Asesinaron a Eduardo Tapia.” 
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heartedly embraced, but which sometimes clashed with socially rooted notions of manhood and 
politics that pulled men from their homes. I argue that the party’s project to broaden the scope of 
politics to include private affairs was not easily translated into practice because men had their own 
ideas on the matter. According to them, politics was what they did at work and in the streets, not 
what they did at home.  
The PCCH’s concept of politics failed to take full root not only because it encountered 
opposition from men, but also because the party approached the matter instrumentally. The party 
leadership sanctioned those who misbehaved in order to safeguard the organization’s public 
reputation, but the measures to reduce and prevent wrongdoing were piecemeal at best. A 
contradiction lay at the heart of the PCCH’s concept of morality. No matter how hard party leaders 
tried to flesh out an idea of proper family life, communist morality was by definition an empty 
concept, devoid of meaning. Lenin refused to attribute universal validity to any ethical principle, 
choosing instead to define morality according to changing political imperatives. “To us morality 
is subordinated to the interests of the proletariat’s class struggle,” he said in a well-known speech, 
where he concluded: “Communist morality is that which serves this struggle.”34 The leaders of the 
PCCH were well aware of Lenin’s Machiavellian definition of morality, and they sometimes took 
advantage of it. The chapter’s first section examines the party’s concepts of politics, morality, and 
proper family life, showing at the same time how some party members used this normative 
framework strategically to settle scores with rival comrades. 
                                                 
34 V.I. Lenin, “Tasks of the Youth Leagues. Speech delivered at the Third All-Russia Congress of the Russian Young 
Communist League,” in Collected Works. Volume 31. April-December 1920, Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1966, pp. 
283-299. Excerpts of this speech were sometimes reproduced in the PCCH’s press. See, e.g., Mundo Nuevo, October 
1946, p. 6, “La moral comunista.” 
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This chapter focuses for the most part on working-class men. Only by situating men in their 
social context can the relevance of the communist project of moral reform and the difficulties it 
encountered be fully appreciated. Drawing on the explicit and implicit meanings of Tapia’s 
widow’s words, the chapter’s second section situates male communist workers in one of the dearest 
places of virtue—the union—and one of the most abject places of vice—the brothel. Both the 
union and the brothel were important spaces of working-class male sociability, crucial in these 
men’s self-understanding. Their experiences in both union headquarters and brothels informed 
their understanding of manhood and politics. 
The point is not so much about class as it is about gender. After all, the sociability of 
working-class men analyzed in this chapter was not so different from that of middle-class men, 
some of whom belonged to the PCCH as well. Had I chosen to focus on middle-class men instead, 
the chapter’s emphases would have been different—the office replacing the factory, the labor 
union giving place to the social club, and the gambling den perhaps taking the place of the brothel. 
Yet the conundrum at the core of the chapter—the dissonance between the PCCH’s discourse on 
propriety and socially rooted notions of manhood and politics—would not have been altered 
significantly. Notwithstanding the PCCH’s strong tendency to couch the problem of morality in 
terms of class—depicting either dissolute workers failing to acquire proper revolutionary 
consciousness or bourgeois vices contaminating an immaculate working class—communist men 
from all social classes implicitly disputed the party’s concept of politics and propriety through 
their actions.35 
                                                 
35 Scholarship on male sociability has tended to focus on working-class men. For a synoptic view that draws upon this 
scholarship, see Gabriel Salazar and Julio Pinto, Historia contemporánea de Chile. Tomo IV: Hombría y femineidad, 
Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2002. 
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This chapter spans from 1935 to 1946, often labeled the popular-front period. The popular 
front was a political coalition that brought together the centrist Radical Party and the main parties 
of the left, including the Socialist Party, the Democratic Party, and the PCCH. This coalition 
sometimes included social organizations as well. In one of its early formulations, for example, the 
coalition formally incorporated the Confederation of Chilean Workers (Confederación de 
Trabajadores de Chile, CTCH) and the Movement for the Emancipation of Chilean Women 
(Movimiento Pro-Emancipación de las Mujeres de Chile, MEMCH). In 1938, the popular-front 
candidate Pedro Aguirre Cerda won the presidency. Tensions between parties hindered the stability 
of the coalition and led some of them to break ranks. In its strictest definition, the popular front 
lasted only from 1938 to 1941, when President Aguirre Cerda died while in office. However, 
historians use the term more loosely and date the end of the popular front to 1946 or 1947, when 
the understanding between the Radical Party, the Socialist Party, and the PCCH that was at the 
core of the popular-front coalition finally unraveled. Similarly, the origins of the coalition can be 
traced further back, to the PCCH’s attempt to craft a broad alliance aimed at resisting fascism in 
1935. Following directives from Moscow, the PCCH adopted a conciliatory rhetoric of cross-class 
cooperation and actively searched for political allies, although this did not prevent the organization 
from mobilizing workers around a contentious project of participatory democracy and social 
justice.36 
Organizationally speaking, the PCCH also experienced significant transformations during 
the popular-front period. The PCCH was a somewhat small political organization before the 
                                                 
36 On the popular front, see Mario Garcés, “Movimiento obrero en la década del treinta y el Frente Popular,” B.A. 
thesis, Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, 1985; Pedro Milos, Frente Popular en Chile. Su configuración, 1935-
1938, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2008; Pavilack, Mining for the Nation; Rosemblatt, Gendered Compromises; Nicolás 
Saguéz, “Los partidos de izquieda y el Frente Popular,” B.A. thesis, Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, 1998. 
On the popular front and women, see Chapter 2. 
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adoption of the popular-front strategy. Scholars estimate the number of members at about five 
thousand in 1935. Party membership increased substantially over the rest of the decade, especially 
during the early years of the Aguirre Cerda administration. Some estimates put the number as high 
as fifty thousand members in 1940, although thirty to forty thousand members seems more likely. 
This allowed the PCCH to compete on a more equal footing with the Socialist Party and bargain 
from a stronger position with the Radical Party. After the surge in membership of the late 1930s, 
the PCCH concentrated its efforts on building a more efficient party machine and prioritized 
quality over quantity.37 
Scholars have already noted the PCCH’s emphasis on morality and proper family life, 
offering two main explanations to account for this. One explanation maintains that the PCCH 
inherited an enlightened ethic of regeneración moral from late-nineteenth-century working-class 
associations. This ethic encouraged alcohol abstinence and personal betterment through self-
education and discipline.38 This historical interpretation is shared by the PCCH itself, which likes 
to trace its roots to the organizing traditions of nitrate miners and sees in the figure of the party’s 
founder, the typographer Luis Emilio Recabarren, the epitome of an intrinsically Chilean way of 
doing politics.39 The other explanation links the PCCH’s emphasis on morality and proper family 
                                                 
37 Barnard, “The Chilean Communist Party.” 
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Por un rojo amanecer. Hacia una historia de los comunistas chilenos, Santiago: n.p., 2000. On regeneración moral, 
see Eduardo Devés, “La cultura obrera ilustrada chilena y algunas ideas en torno al sentido de nuestro quehacer 
historiográfico,” Mapocho 30, 1992; Sergio Grez, De la ‘regeneración del pueblo’ a la huelga general. Génesis y 
evolución histórica del movimiento popular en Chile (1810-1890), Santiago: Ediciones de la Dibam, 1997. 
39 On Recabarren and the early years of the PCCH, see, e.g., Sergio Grez, Historia del comunismo en Chile; Manuel 
Loyola, La felicidad y la política en Luis Emilio Recabarren. Ensayo de interpretación de su pensamiento, Santiago: 
Ariadna Ediciones, 2007; Jaime Massardo, La formación del imaginario político de Luis Emilio Recabarren. 
Contribución al estudio crítico de la cultura política de las clases subalternas chilenas, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 
2008; Julio Pinto, Luis Emilio Recabarren. Una biografía histórica, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2013; Ramírez, Origen 
y formación del Partido Comunista de Chile. 
31 
 
life to the political rearrangements of the late 1930s and 1940s. This interpretation holds that the 
family became an important political trope for the center and the left during these years. Popular-
front candidates advanced a class-conciliatory stance that stressed workers’ discipline and male 
responsibility at home for the sake of national modernization. Once in government, the popular-
front coalition furthered a new hegemonic consensus. The state’s insistence on the family as source 
of societal order converged with the employers’ insistence on the greater stability of married men. 
The PCCH actively contributed to the emergence of this consensus by encouraging workers to 
become respectable citizens and good family men.40 
Both explanations hold some degree of truth, but they miss the international dimension of 
the subject. The influence of the Soviet Union on Chilean communism is hard to downplay, 
especially when discussing topics such as morality and family. It was in the Soviet Union that the 
conceptual link between politics and morality examined here first came into existence. As scholars 
of the Soviet Union have argued, communist ideology attached political meaning to moral 
behavior, forcing members of the elect to demonstrate their worthiness through a high standard of 
comportment.41 Equally important was the global impact of specific transformations that took 
place in the Soviet Union. Starting in the mid-1930s, Moscow stopped talking about the “withering 
away” of the family and chose instead to strengthen the family as an institution. The socialist state 
banned abortion, hindered divorce, criminalized homosexuality, provided material incentives for 
large families, and implemented several other pro-natalist policies. This shift led to new discourses 
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on sexuality, monogamy, and parenthood among Soviet communists and their international 
counterparts. Communist parties everywhere began to speak the language of the family.42 
The PCCH’s emphasis on morality and proper family life was not a peculiarity of Chilean 
communism, which could be explained by working-class traditions or rearrangements in the 
political system. Scholars of Chilean communism need to acknowledge the gap between 
regeneración moral and communist morality, just as they need to better distinguish the PCCH’s 
way of doing politics from working-class traditions. The explanation provided by the scholars of 
the popular front, too, is often framed in narrow terms. We need to start thinking of the cultural 
transformations of the era in international rather than national terms. After all, the popular front 
was in its very conception an international strategy. The family did become an important political 
trope in Chile during the popular-front years, but the Chilean popular front was part and parcel of 
a specific moment in modern history, when several political and social forces across the globe 
came to see the family in a positive light, as a locus from which to build political projects. 
 
All Power to the Control Commission! 
 The relevance of private matters in party affairs can be easily appreciated in official 
documents. Take the PCCH’s Constitution. The 1939 Constitution opened the section “on the 
rights and duties of the members” with the following article: “The first duty of a member 
[militante] is to make the acts of his [or her] public and private life fit the principles and program 
of the party” (Article 8). This article was enshrined in the PCCH’s Constitution in 1939, and it 
                                                 
42 Wendy Goldman, Women, the State, and Revolution: Soviet Family Policy and Social Life, 1917-1936, New York: 
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remained in force for nearly two decades. The 1939 Constitution also included sections “on 
disciplinary measures” and “on the National Control Commission.” These two sections codified 
the party’s mechanisms for disciplining and punishing members. Article 42, for example, 
enumerated the main offenses and established a variegated series of punishments, from internal 
censure to expulsion from the party. Article 46 specified the many acts of wrongdoing that could 
justify a measure as drastic as expulsion, adding that those expelled should be “publicly 
unmasked.” Specifically, this article mandated the expulsion of morally reprehensible members 
(i.e., “the habitual drunkards” and “the degenerates or the morally degraded”) and of those 
members involved in a number of political wrongdoings (i.e., treason, provocation, divisionism, 
adventurism, and terrorism). By lumping together “political” and “moral” deviations into a single 
article, the constitution equated political and moral deviations.43 
Constitutions and by-laws of communist parties around the world resembled each other. 
Most of the constitutions of the era followed the pattern laid down by the 1934 Constitution of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). This constitution put a lot of emphasis on 
systematically and periodically “purging” the organization of undesirable elements, including 
“degenerates” and “morally degraded persons,” so much so that the amendments of 1939 
dispensed with the idea of periodical purges altogether and argued that these rules had led to abuses 
during the mass purges of previous years.44 The 1938 Constitution of the Communist Party of the 
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44 I am quoting from the following English translation: Communist Party of the Soviet Union, “Rules of the 
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United States also had an important influence on several of the constitutions of the communist 
parties of the Americas, whether directly or indirectly. The writers of the 1939 Constitution of the 
Communist Party of Cuba and the above-mentioned 1939 Constitution of the PCCH, for example, 
seem to be literally translating some of the articles of this constitution. These three constitutions 
were quite moralistic. All in all, references to morality were more common in the Americas than 
in Europe, but there are striking differences within each continent. The 1941 Constitution of the 
Communist Party of Argentina, for example, is much more moralistic than the 1941 Constitution 
of the Mexican Communist Party or than any of the constitutions of the late 1930s mentioned 
above. The same is true for Europe. While the 1943 Constitution of the Communist Party of Great 
Britain and 1945 Constitution of the French Communist Party made very few references to 
morality as such, the 1946 Constitution of the Italian Communist Party belabored the importance 
of living an honorable public and private life. 
As the PCCH grew in membership, efforts to police the morality of members also 
increased. The Comintern promoted the establishment of so-called “control commissions” in every 
communist party in the mid-1930s. In a 1936 report on the policies of cadre formation and control 
in different Latin American communist parties, an agent of the Comintern lamented the little 
attention given to the private life of communists in Chile. The control of, and struggle against, the 
“undesirable elements” within the PCCH was weak, according to this agent.45 The PCCH’s Control 
Commission increased its power within the party’s organizational bureaucracy at the end of the 
1930s. In mid-1940, the Comitern’s Control Commission recognized the improvements made by 
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the PCCH’s Control Commission and proposed this body’s expanding its influence even further. 
“Taking into account the increasing work of the Party’s National Control Commission, it is 
advisable to consider the enlargement of this Commission.” The Comintern also suggested that the 
PCCH’s Control Commission supervise more closely the lives of the members of the PCCH’s 
Central Committee and take advantage of the next party congress to promote only the most loyal 
members—that is, loyal to the Comintern—to the party’s ruling body. “It is urgently needed to 
examine the situation of those members of the Central Committee who do not deserve the Party’s 
trust.” The PCCH’s Control Commission followed the recommendation. The commission’s 
enthusiasm in fulfilling this task indirectly challenged the Central Committee’s authority.46 
The IX Plenum of the Central Committee, which took place between September 29 and 
October 4, 1940, provides one of the clearest examples of the strength that the Control Commission 
had acquired. The organization of the Plenum itself signaled the increasing importance of the 
Control Commission. Galo González, the man in charge of this commission, boldly negotiated 
with the PCCH’s Secretary General, Carlos Contreras Labarca, and the PCCH’s standard bearer, 
Elías Lafertte, both the expulsion and promotion of party leaders. To quote a lengthy report that 
famous Argentinean leader Victorio Codovilla wrote to the Comintern a few weeks later, “some 
important changes took place in the Directive [bodies] of the Party, as the result of discussions and 
conversations held before the Plenum and a preliminary agreement between the 8º [Contreras 
Labarca], 9º [Elías Lafertte] and 10º [Galo González].”47 In addition, González delivered one of 
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the three key speeches to the Plenum, discussing issues of organization as well as control. 
Contreras Labarca and Lafertte delivered the other two. Interestingly, González subtly criticized 
both of them in his speech: “The comrades Contreras [Labarca] and Lafertte have become 
indispensable and irreplaceable for all the Party’s external activity, I am sure that against their will 
and without even noticing it.”48 González eventually proved that Contreras Labarca was not 
irreplaceable. In the mid-1940s, González played an instrumental role in the removal of Contreras 
Labarca from the leadership post, and, later that same decade, González himself became Secretary 
General.49 
González’s 1940 speech identified three main enemies within the Party: “Trotskyism, 
Freemasonry, [and] corruption and counter-revolutionary immorality.” Gonzalez’s attack against 
Trotskyism was for the most part formulaic. He criticized the party’s action on a couple of fronts, 
defended the example set by the Soviet Union, and drew the line that separated communists from 
socialists. Freemasonry was an entirely new enemy, only now conceptualized as such. González 
declared war on freemasonry within the party. He was careful not to frame the attack in broader 
terms, since many members of the PCCH’s main ally, the Radical Party, were freemasons, 
including President Aguirre Cerda. González demanded a ban on “double membership,” forcing 
freemasons to either abjure their philosophy or leave the party. The openness and flexibility of the 
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popular-front line had led many middle-class freemasons to enter the PCCH, and quite a few had 
acquired relevant posts thanks to their greater cultural capital. The attack on freemasonry indirectly 
challenged the authority of Contreras Labarca, who had been a freemason in his youth and still 
surrounded himself with some personal friends who were freemasons. González was not powerful 
enough to accuse Contreras Labarca directly, but he criticized some of his freemason friends, such 
as communist lawyer Jorge Jiles, who served as a link between Contreras Labarca and President 
Aguirre Cerda. In addition, González and Codovilla advised Contreras Labarca to acknowledge 
his previous links with freemasonry during the Plenum and to criticize freemasons openly in order 
to dispel any doubts about his loyalty to communism. Contreras Labarca followed their advice.50 
In addition to Trotskyism and Freemasonry, González’s 1940 speech addressed “the issue 
of revolutionary morality.” González began by discussing the moral corruption of some leaders. 
He explained that, following instructions from the PCCH’s leading body, the Control Commission 
had begun to examine “the public and private life of every member, beginning with the Central 
Committee itself and some leaders of the Regional Committees.” The commission discovered 
some cases of corruption, “which are unworthy of a communist and, especially, of a communist 
leader.” Some leaders had acquired the habits of the bourgeoisie after being elected to public 
office. They spent money carelessly and frequented “places of amusement and corruption.” These 
leaders tarnished the party’s reputation. Communists in positions of power needed to safeguard 
the party’s prestige and “reciprocate the trust that the working-class placed in them when it led 
them to highest posts of our Party.” González addressed then another sensitive problem—love 
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affairs. The commission had discovered that the sexual misconduct of a few had created conflicts 
among many. “That kind of member cannot be a good member, nor can he devote himself entirely 
to our cause. Besides, this lowers the [standard of] morality in his own home, and that is 
inadmissible for a communist, who must be an example of good father and good compañero,” or 
husband. According to González, these scandals were common in the bourgeoisie, but they could 
not be tolerated in a proletarian party. The working class was a healthy and virtuous organism. The 
vanguard of this class had to protect itself from pernicious alien influences in order to remain pure. 
González’s understanding of the problem of morality was not only Manichean but also 
conspiratorial. According to him, enemies often infiltrated the organization to corrupt party leaders 
and create conflicts among party members.51 
González’s speech expanded on the moral faults that reigned in the upper echelons of the 
party and singled out some corrupted leaders as an example. The mayor of Iquique, Luis 
Valenzuela, had been corrupted by the enemy because of his weakness for “the vices of alcohol 
and women.” Luis Moraga, councilman of Molina, was an honest man at first, but “due to his 
weakness for affairs, he corrupted himself.” Luis Silva, councilman of Viña del Mar, had 
disobeyed the commands of the party when voting on the issue of the city’s Casino, something 
that González blamed on his fondness for “alcohol, women, and gambling.” The party had already 
expelled these three leaders. According to González, the commission had advised them to amend 
their behavior several times, but they all failed to reform themselves. One of the most important 
cases discussed by González was that of Manuel Muñoz, appointed to an important public post by 
the Aguirre Cerda administration—the Workers’ Insurance Fund. González accused Muñoz of 
                                                 
51 “Informe del compañero Galo González.” 
39 
 
disobeying the Political Commission’s direct orders while in his post. He linked Muñoz’s political 
betrayal to his moral weakness: “This man arrived to such a degree of corruption that he tried to 
abuse young women in exchange for jobs.” The commission was still examining his case. 
González explained that the commission would give its ruling very soon, ominously adding: “And 
it will be exemplary.” The cases mentioned in González’s speech involved public leaders, not those 
who led the party apparatus. Party leaders could be either “públicos” or “internos,” to use the 
parlance of the day. The former represented the party in public office, while the latter helped run 
the organization. Because of their greater public visibility, the actions of public leaders put the 
party’s reputation at greater risk and demanded exemplary sanctions.52 
González’s speech put forth an all-encompassing concept of politics that could be termed 
“totalitarian,” or better still, “integralist,” although the negative implications of the former term 
and the religious implications of the latter term obviously deterred him from invoking any of them. 
This peculiar concept of politics demanded that party members guided their public and private 
lives by the principles of communism. Membership in the PCCH, González believed, implied a 
political commitment that transcended all dimensions of human experience. “The discipline and 
morality of the Party must come before everything else and must influence the public and private 
behavior of each member. We are communists in every moment of our life.” This holistic 
definition of politics challenged the bourgeois divide between private and public, one of the main 
tenets of political liberalism. According to González, the party needed to end the “sicken 
                                                 
52 “Informe del compañero Galo González.” On the case of Manuel Muñoz, see also Eudocio Ravines, The Yenan 
Way, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1951, p. 276. 
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liberalism” that still reigned in its ranks to “enlighten the working class not only by the written and 
spoken word, but also by the irrefutable testimony of our deeds in our private and public life.”53 
In its emphasis on discipline and morality and in its redefinition of the scope of politics, 
González’s speech echoed the rhetoric of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. The influence 
of discourses coming from the Soviet Union—which González had visited for the first time in 
1937, at the height of the Stalinists purges of the 1930s54—is apparent from the very title of the 
section of the speech where González discussed the selection, formation, and promotion of leaders, 
“Cadres Decide Everything,” a phrase that González borrowed from one of Stalin’s speeches. 
According to González, the solution to the problem of morality in the PCCH lay not only in 
disciplining and punishing those at fault, but also in promoting faultless members to the upper 
echelons of the party. Those worthy enough to be members of the elect needed to understand what 
this entailed. To quote one of the most forceful passages of this section: “We have to instill in all 
the members and especially in the cadres the idea that there is no such thing as private and public 
life within the Party, only one life—Party life.”55 
Marcos Chamudes was arguably the greatest victim of the Plenum. Chamudes, a middle-
class communist from Jewish background, was a well-known public leader and a congressman 
when he was expelled on September 29, 1940. Chamudes’s expulsion was announced by Secretary 
General Contreras Labarca in the Plenum’s inaugural speech, instead of being announced by Galo 
                                                 
53 “Informe del compañero Galo González.” 
54 Luis Enrique Délano, Galo González y la formación del Partido (reportaje), Santiago: Impresora Horizonte, 1968, 
p. 32. On the chronology of the Stalinist purges and the Great Purge of 1937 and 1938, see Arch Getty and Oleg 
Naumov, The Road to Terror: Stalin and the Self-Destruction of the Bolsheviks, New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1999. 
55 “Informe del compañero Galo González.” 
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González in the speech analyzed above. This made Chamudes’s expulsion an issue of public 
discussion and generated much gossip, both in the party and in Chilean society. Whereas Galo 
González delivered his speech in the party’s headquarters in front of an audience composed 
exclusively of party leaders, Contreras Labarca delivered his speech in the Caupolicán Theatre in 
front of thousands of party members, both leaders and rank-and-file communists. In the last part 
of his four-hour speech, Contreras Labarca accused Chamudes of being “the most abject example 
of depravity, corruption, felony, and duplicity.” He announced: “Starting today, he is no longer a 
member of the Communist Party. He has been expelled from our ranks.” He then explained that 
this measure should be taken as “an example of revolutionary honesty,” a lesson to communist 
members and other parties of the popular-front coalition.56 
The day after Contreras Labarca’s speech, the communist daily published the news of 
Chamudes’s expulsion along with a long, yet not very informative, statement. This statement 
claimed that the Central Committee had long suspected Chamudes of unworthy behavior. After 
repeatedly calling him to amend his ways, the Central Committee had requested that the Control 
Commission conduct “a more thorough investigation on Chamudes’s public and private life.” The 
Control Commission confirmed the suspicions of the Central Committee. It explained that 
Chamudes was a “traitor” and an “enemy of the Party,” who had entered the PCCH to try to divide 
and corrupt its members. To quote one of the most damaging passages of the statement’s first part, 
                                                 
56 “Continuación del informe de C. Contreras Labarca en el IX Pleno del CC del PCCH,” 29 September 1940, in 
Ulianova and Riquelme, eds., Chile en los archivos soviéticos. The copy of the speech held in the Archives of the 
Comintern notes that the news of Chamudes’s expulsion was followed by a long standing ovation and shouts of “Long 
Live the Communist Party!,” which was not uncommon in the transcription of these types of speeches. 
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“the Control Commission has arrived at the conclusion that he is a corrupted and depraved subject, 
full of duplicities, [and] unworthy of belonging to the Party.”57 
The IX Plenum had repercussions in Chile’s public opinion due to the tougher political line 
adopted by the PCCH and the expulsion of Chamudes. While the right-wing press interpreted the 
new political stance of the PCCH as another example of the shifts and turns planned in Moscow, 
the press linked to the Radical Party criticized the extremism of the PCCH.58 Cornered by both 
enemies and allies, the PCCH used the editorial of its daily (four days in a row) to challenge these 
interpretations.59 The sudden expulsion of Chamudes, who enjoyed a seat in the Chamber of 
Deputies, also caught the attention of public opinion. News about the expulsion of Chamudes was 
published in every major newspaper on September 30, and a couple of them reproduced the decree 
of expulsion.60 On October 1, several newspapers published the long letter that Chamudes sent to 
the Secretary General.61 Newspapers across the political spectrum weighed in on the debate. 
                                                 
57 El Siglo, September 30, 1940, p. 4, “Comunicado de la Comisión de Control y Disciplina del Comité Central del 
Partido Comunista sobre la expulsión de Marcos Chamudes.” 
58 See, La Hora, October 1, 1940, p. 3, “Ceguera”; El Mercurio, October 2, 1940, p. 3, “La propaganda comunista”; 
El Diario Ilustrado, October 1, 1940, p. 3, “La sucursal de Moscú”; El Imparcial, October 4, 1940, p. 5, “El programa 
desconocido.” 
59 El Siglo, October 2, 1940, p. 5, “Que se cumpla el programa”; El Siglo, October 3, 1940, p. 5, “¡A quitarse la 
careta!”; El Siglo, October 4, 1940, p. 5, “¡Un acontecimiento histórico!”; El Siglo, October 5, 1940, p. 5, “¡Grosera 
calumnia!” 
60 La Hora, September 30, 1940, p. 8, “Pleno Nacional inició ayer el Part. Comunista”; El Mercurio, September 30, 
1940, p. 13, “El pleno nacional del Partido Comunista inició sus labores”; La Opinión, September 30, 1940, p. 1, 
“Cuatro horas duró el informe político de Contreras Labarca en el Pleno Comunista”; La Nación, September 30, 1940, 
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Chamudes”; El Imparcial, September 30, 1940, p. 8 “Sensación produce la expulsión del diputado comunista Sr. 
Chamúdes.” See, also, El Imparcial, October 4, 1940, p. 3, “Mucha podredumbre en la directiva comunista”; El Diario 
Ilustrado, October 2, 1940, p. 3, “Una expulsión.” 
61 La Hora, October 1, 1940, p. 7, “El diputado Chamudes se refiere a su expulsión de P. Comunista”; El Mercurio, 
October 1, 1940, p. 15, “Marcos Chamudes juzga las causas de su expulsión del Partido Comunista”; La Opinión, 
October 1, 1940, p. 1, “El Diputado Marcos Chamudes contesta el acuerdo de expulsión de su partido”; El Diario 
Ilustrado, October 1, 1940, p. 1, “Chamudes emplaza a Contreras Labarca para que pruebe que es un sujeto corrompido 
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Chamudes’s case provides a window not only into public opinion but also into notions of 
personal honor in Chile. As explained above, Chamudes responded to the accusations leveled 
against him by sending a long letter to the PCCH’s Secretary General, with copy to the media. In 
his letter, Chamudes explained that he felt aggravated by the denigrating epithets published by the 
communist daily. “What I am concerned about now is the first part of the statement at hand, since 
I have the duty to defend my dignity as a man.” Chamudes demanded the Secretary General to 
prove his accusations. He considered the charges leveled against him to be both vague and false, 
and he argued that these charges had little to do with the real reasons behind his dismissal: “My 
expulsion is due to motives very different from those mentioned by the statement and about which 
I have not even the least interest in addressing now.”62 
The real reasons behind Chamudes’s expulsion remained—and remain—murky. His 
expulsion seems to have been an outcome of the political turns and power struggles of the era. By 
September 1940, the PCCH had become increasingly self-critical of the implementation of the 
popular-front line during the Aguirre Cerda administration. Without renouncing to the political 
alliance they had forged, the communists gave up their policy of appeasement with the government 
and tried to distance themselves from the non-revolutionary public image of their middle-class 
allies. The situation demanded a workerist turn, and Chamudes was an easy scapegoat. Chamudes 
was one of the soft-liners inside the party, and his name was associated to the less revolutionary 
features of the popular-front strategy. Plus, Chamudes had close links to Eudocio Ravines, the 
Comintern agent who had heralded the popular-front line in the 1930s. Chamudes had first linked 
                                                 
y depravado.” See, also, El Imparcial, October 1, 1940, p. 3, “El diputado Chamudes para que puntualice los cargos 
en su contra.” 
62 Chamudes’s letter was published in several of Chile’s leading newspapers, including La Hora, El Mercurio, La 
Opinión, and El Diario Ilustrado. See the previous footnote for the exact references. 
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himself to communism under the guidance of Ravines, in Peru. In Chile, Ravines surrounded 
himself with young collaborators like Chamudes to enforce the Moscow-decreed line, infringing 
upon the authority of the established leadership. Ravines’s rudeness while enforcing the political 
line won him many enemies in the PCCH, from Galo González to Carlos Contreras Labarca. By 
1940, the PCCH leadership felt strong enough to challenge Ravines, who had lost the support of 
Moscow. The PCCH could not expel Ravines—technically still a Comintern agent, formally linked 
to the Peruvian Communist Party—but they could attack him by expelling his right hand man, 
Chamudes. While Galo González seem to have been willing to spare Chamudes from such a harsh 
punishment, Contreras Labarca felt “pleasure while sacrificing him in revenge against Ravines,” 
according to Chamudes’s wife, Marta Vergara.63 
The conflict between the PCCH and Chamudes did not end in 1940. Chamudes restrained 
himself from criticizing the PCCH openly during his voluntary exile in the United States, probably 
entertaining the idea of joining the party in the future once again. By the time he returned to Chile 
in 1951, however, he had already relinquished this idea. Chamudes’s quarrels with his former 
comrades became increasingly virulent throughout the 1950s. In 1964, he published a curious book 
called The White Book of My Black Legend, where he documented many of these quarrels. 
Chamudes’s purpose was to historicize his own “black legend,” showing how the PCCH had 
aggrandized the legend by levelling other charges against him, distorting the events of 1940. 
Chamudes carefully dated all these extemporaneous accusations. According to him, he had first 
                                                 
63 Marta Vergara, Memorias de una mujer irreverente, Santiago: Editora Nacional Gabriela Mistral, 1974, p. 214. The 
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been accused of being a police agent in 1952, a gambler in 1957, and a swindler in 1959, not in 
1940.64 Chamudes did not go into details about the actual reasons behind his 1940 expulsion in his 
1964 rebuttal. Instead, he noted the common mechanisms used by communists everywhere. “If the 
‘watchful eye’ of Galo González [had] exercised dictatorial power in Chile… I would have 
suffered the same fate as the Russian and Balkan revolutionaries.”65 Even when discussing his 
1940 expulsion in his 1972 memoirs, Chamudes still maintained that “there wasn’t or isn’t any 
mystery. I was the scapegoat [cabeza de turco] selected in Chile for a series of expulsions that 
constituted the Latin American version of the ‘Stalinist’ purges.”66 
Nothing strictly related to Chamudes’s sexual or family life surfaced in the 1940 discussion 
or in the following years, even though Chamudes’s marriage to an older woman and his constant 
extramarital affairs might have generated anxieties among some party members. Twenty-nine 
year-old Chamudes had married thirty-eight year-old Marta Vergara, a middle-class widow, in 
1936. In her 1962 memoirs, Vergara mentioned that she had been skeptical of the idea of marriage 
because she knew Chamudes was having an affair with another woman. According to Vergara, it 
was only because of party pressure that Chamudes committed to marry her.67 Chamudes stopped 
seeing his mistress after marrying Vergara, but his romantic adventures were not over. Chamudes’s 
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46 
 
himself remembered the brief affair he had in a 1937 ship voyage from Arica to Valparaíso, “which 
is common in these cases, all the more so when you are young.” According to him, the PCCH did 
not oppose this new affair, but actually encouraged it. Chamudes’s new mistress was the wife of 
an important figure in Chilean politics and PCCH leaders thought that by sleeping with her 
Chamudes could gain inside knowledge of political rivals. If it is true, the story suggests that, 
notwithstanding the party’s discourse on family propriety, party leaders subordinated moral 
concerns to political interests.68 
The publication of decrees of expulsions in the press is one of the staples of Chilean 
communism in the early 1940s, when political shifts, institutional rationales, and personal rivalries 
led to a series of “purges,” to use Chamudes’s word.69 As a rule, these decrees listed the crimes 
that accounted for the expulsion—although the nasty rhetoric in which these crimes were often 
couched hid more than it revealed—and labeled those expelled as deviants. The majority of those 
whose expulsion was publicized in the communist press held leadership posts in the party or in 
their respective unions. As for gender, the vast majority of those whose expulsion was publicized 
in the press were men. The party almost spared women from public shaming altogether.70 The 
publication of expulsions began in earnest in 1939, climaxing around 1942 and 1943. It then 
receded, although without completely vanishing. Once the intensity of the purges of the early 
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1940s waned, the practice of omitting the causes of the expulsion became the norm. This did not 
mean that the party relinquished its right to publish the causes of the expulsion. To quote a decree 
of expulsion published in one of the PCCH’s local newspapers in 1945, “the Party reserves the 
right to publish them [the causes of the expulsion] when the circumstances demand it.”71 
These decrees mixed truths, half-truths, and outright lies. The decrees’ main purpose was 
to draw a line between good and evil, us and them. Exposing those expelled as unworthy party 
members to be publicly decried by their former comrades was at the core of this communist 
practice. Take the case of young Moisés Hilserman. The PCCH’s youth wing in Valparaíso drafted 
Hilserman’s decree of expulsion using a very harsh language and accused him of “living a filthy 
moral life,” among several other, more concrete, crimes. The decree did not explain what kind of 
filthy moral life Hilserman lived, but it went so far as to single him out to be harassed by his former 
comrades: “all young people have to make his life miserable, treating him as [if he were a] fascist 
agent in the service of Axis countries.”72 The Control Commission had little power to enforce the 
party’s will, but the publication of decrees of expulsion in the press made the party seem strong. 
The virulent rhetoric reminded members of the potential consequences of their public and private 
behavior and perhaps scared some into compliance. 
Decrees of expulsions were quite formulaic. They often mentioned both political deviations 
and moral faults. Following the example of the Soviet Union, these decrees linked political 
unreliability to moral failings.73 Pedro Contreras, for example, was found guilty of three faults: 
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“Indiscipline against the Party line,” “Theft and fraud against the salaries of workers,” and “Being 
an immoral element.”74 Sometimes, the decrees of expulsion lumped together political and moral 
faults into a single article. Juan Arellano, for example, was expelled “[f]or being an enemy of the 
CTCH, for drunkenness, immorality, and for using bullying as a weapon of persuasion, without 
even respecting female comrades.”75 Like Contreras and Arellano, many other communists were 
accused of similar faults. Disobeying the line and misappropriating funds were the most common 
causes of expulsion according to these decrees, but concepts such as “immorality” and 
“drunkenness” routinely accompanied the lists of wrongdoings. What is significant is not that 
members could be expelled for excessive drinking or immoral behavior—they rarely were expelled 
for such reasons—but that those who were expelled for political reasons or for committing fraud 
were publicly slandered as drunkards and immoral beings as well. References to moral failings 
might have been a smokescreen, but they speak volumes of the political importance of morality 
for popular-front communism.  
Improper family life also played a part in justifying some of these expulsions. The decree 
expelling union leader Homero Martínez, for example, stated that he had used the union’s money 
for his own ends, while noting that his life is “incompatible with revolutionary morality. Martínez 
has two families [hogares], abandoning his children and living a life of depravity.” Martínez’s 
polygamous lifestyle probably dated from long ago, but it does not seem to have precluded him 
from being a member in good standing before.76 “Immorality” was a flexible term that could be 
stretched to include a wide variety of wrongdoings, several of which were couched in a family 
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rhetoric. Gambling, for example, was sometimes explicitly linked to improper family life. The 
long list of faults of which the PCCH accused Pedro Barrientos included gambling, and the decree 
of expulsion phrased the issue in the following terms: “We have confirmed his participation in 
dishonest activities—at odds with the revolutionary morality of our Party—such as gambling, with 
the resultant damage to his own home.” Similar statements connecting drinking to improper family 
life can also be found.77 
However, improper family life rarely accounted for expulsions per se. The expulsion of 
Juan Santibáñez in 1942 seems to have been one of those rare cases in which improper family life 
seems to have motivated—not just justified a posteriori—an expulsion from the party. The local 
authorities of the PCCH in the coal-mining town of Coronel exposed Santibáñez as a wife beater 
through a very strident note published in the communist national daily. The words that preceded 
the decree of expulsion condemned domestic violence in harsh terms: “Loyal to the principles of 
revolutionary honesty among its members, the Communist Party of Coronel has expelled from its 
ranks a degenerate, who did not respect his wife or his daughter… leaving his wife in a critical 
condition, lying prostrate in bed.” The decree of expulsion that followed included both political 
accusations and moral faults to give a fuller picture of Santibáñez’s reprehensibility. It highlighted 
his fondness for drinking and linked this to his violent tendencies. It also accused him of “[n]ot 
abiding the agreements of his branch and not paying the dues, since it was his wife who paid them.” 
Here, political accusations seem to have been added to justify an expulsion prompted by an 
incident of domestic violence. I would argue, however, that it was not domestic violence itself that 
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led to Santibáñez’s expulsion, but the fact that the violence was directed against a valuable political 
asset—a communist woman who paid her husband’s dues.78 
The harsh rhetoric of decrees of expulsion endangered the reputation of those members 
expelled. Some decided to defend themselves publicly through the written word. The existence of 
a competitive press, which included a variety of party and union periodicals, made this possible 
even for working-class individuals. For example, Herminio Tamayo, a union leader from San 
Bernardo, went to the offices of the socialist daily La Opinión to refute the accusations made by 
the PCCH after his decree of expulsion appeared in the communist press.79 Local union leader 
Pedro Cheuquel did something similar in Punta Arenas. Cheuquel’s expulsion was briefly 
mentioned in the party’s local newspaper Avance. Cheuquel decided to defend himself by sending 
a letter to Crónica, Punta Arenas’s socialist newspaper. Cheuquel’s defense elicited a long reply 
from the editors of Avance, titled “Response to a Renegade.” Avance lamented that Crónica had 
given space to the “tendentious declarations” of someone like Cheuquel.80 
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Image 1: Communist advertisement 
Source: advertisement published regularly in El Siglo de Coquimbo (La Serena) 
 
Becoming a Man in Brothels and Union Headquarters 
An orphan, Oscar Riquelme began working in a mill when he was only fourteen and 
frequenting a brothel when he was seventeen, sometime in the 1930s. The prostitutes of the brothel 
became fond of him. Riquelme learned to play the piano with them and ended up becoming the 
brothel’s official musician. “Until one night, while everyone was partying, drinking, dancing, and 
tickling and laughing with the girls, the President of the Millworkers’ Union, who happened to be 
a communist, arrived.” The union leader did not come to party, but to tell Riquelme that he wanted 
to have a word with him the next day, after his shift in the mill. He then left. The next evening, the 
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two men went to a soda fountain to talk. The union leader asked for a soda. Riquelme got a beer. 
The leader told Riquelme that he had seen him in union meetings, participating without much 
enthusiasm, attending only to fulfil his duty as a millworker. He then confronted him directly: “If 
you continue to play in that brothel, you’ll end up becoming an alcoholic, a human wreck. I offer 
you the opportunity to join the Communist Party. I’m going to give you this pamphlet for you to 
read and know who we the communists are.” Riquelme read the pamphlet and decided to join the 
PCCH, leaving his life of partying behind.81 
The story and the excerpts quoted above are taken from Carlos Toro’s 2007 memoirs, in 
which he claimed that Riquelme told him this story in the 1960s. Riquelme’s curious story of 
conversion to communism, embellished by Toro and a gifted communist ghost writer called 
Rolando Carrasco, is not very different from other stories of political conversion that circulated 
among Chilean communists throughout the twentieth century and that sometimes ended up in 
print.82 Like these other stories, Riquelme’s story depicts a world of dissolution and unholy 
pleasures, which the protagonist gives up when becoming a communist. The contrast between the 
communist union activist and the brothel-goer is stark. One drinks soda, the other drinks beer. 
These representations have left a deep imprint in the historiography. They have led scholars to 
imagine the union as a space of moral reform as well as labor activism. Those who have studied 
working-class culture in bars, gambling dens, and brothels have been careful to distinguish the 
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disorderly workers who frequented these decadent places from the respectable workers who 
channeled their rebellious spirit through collective action in unions.83 
The following pages soften the stark contrast between union headquarters and brothels. 
They argue that terms such as “respectable workers” and “disorderly workers” should be 
understood as rhetorical devices, not as clear-cut categories that described different kinds of 
people.84 The PCCH encouraged participation in certain social spaces and not others, and it 
sometimes punished leaders for their transgressions. At the end of the day, however, the party’s 
rhetoric was nothing but that, rhetoric. Workers from across the political spectrum visited brothels 
and participated in union meetings. Union headquarters, social clubs, bars, gambling dens, and 
brothels—all were important spaces of working-class male sociability, crucial in these men’s self-
understanding. It was in these spaces that workers came to conceive of themselves as citizens and 
learned what class solidarity and political contestation meant. 
The workplace and the union were male dominated spaces. The number of stay-at-home 
women and the gender segmentation of the labor market combined to make most workplaces 
homosocial spaces. This was particularly true in the mining, industrial, and—to a lesser extent—
manufacturing sectors of the economy. In the mines, to provide but one example that has been well 
researched, workers built an intensely masculinized work culture by ascribing manly pride to their 
physical capacity for work under difficult conditions. The labor unions’ internal dynamics 
reinforced the identification between men and wage work. Despite the existence of some female 
trade unions and mixed-sex trade unions, the discourses and practices of labor organizers in early 
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to mid-twentieth-century Chile shaped the emergence of an urban labor movement that relied 
heavily on gendered paradigms.85 
The world of labor was not only a world of men but also a manly world. Violence was 
perhaps the most visible display of masculinity in this world. Some of these displays were codified 
and subject to rules. These displays of male prowess should be understood as means through which 
male workers affirmed themselves in front of their peers and built a homosocial space. Take an 
example from the early worklife of famous communist leader Juan Chacón. When he was growing 
up in the Santiago of the mid-1910s, Chacón had to pass a test of manhood in the glass factory 
where he worked. Chacón’s son Mundo explained the rules of this curious test to communist writer 
José Miguel Varas in an interview decades later: “Tied by one hand and one foot to a post, one of 
the biggest and strongest workers faced off against the kids who felt like entering the realm of 
man.” This tough rite of passage allowed young workers to be respected by older workers and 
become proper members of the pack.86 
On top of this layer of ritual violence in the workplace, there was another layer of politically 
motivated violence. The popular-front period was characterized by the tense relationship between 
communist and socialist workers. Communist and socialists succeeded in maintaining a united 
front until the division of the CTCH in early 1946.87 From then on, things got nastier. Union leaders 
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from these two left-wing parties had to defend their honor publicly against mutual accusations of 
treason against the working class. Take the case of communist Luis Lenis and socialist Ricardo 
Vásquez in Punta Arenas, where control of the unions usually meant control over the access to the 
job market. On December 8, 1946, Lenis, one of the local leaders of the communist faction of the 
CTCH, attacked Vásquez and other local leaders of the socialist faction of the CTCH for having 
criticized the PCCH’s Secretary General on local radio. The article Lenis wrote in Punta Arenas’s 
local communist newspaper Avance used epithets such as “ignorant,” “renegade,” and “traitor.”88 
Vásquez did not like being called such names. On December 10, he sent a long letter to the local 
newspaper El Socialista, where he responded to Lenis’s generic accusations of treason against the 
working class by reminding him of some of his past actions and attacking him personally. 
According to Vásquez, “[Lenis] sold himself to the regional bourgeoisie to obtain his work license. 
He obtained this license thanks to the help of the former Intendente of the Province himself… The 
best proof of this is that the Seamen’s Union does not even allow him to step a foot into the union’s 
headquarters.”89 
The conflict between Lenis and Vásquez rapidly escalated from insults in the local press to 
a physical confrontation in the public square. To quote a letter written by Lenis: “Yesterday, in the 
Plaza Muñoz Gamero, I asked Ricardo Vásquez for an explanation for his slanderous and unfair 
attacks.” According to Lenis, Vásquez tried to reach for his gun, but ended up running away “in a 
way that was hilarious to everyone who witnessed the event.” Lenis’s letter then went on to refute 
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Vásquez’s accusation. “I want to use this opportunity to state in the most categorical terms that I 
obtained my work license in an honorable way.”90 The socialists responded with a three-issue 
article in El Socialista, where they went over Lenis’s entire history as union organizer and 
pinpointed the many times he had failed his coworkers. They described him as “more cowardly 
than a chicken,” no matter how hard he “swaggers and tries to appear as a tough guy, [when he is] 
backed by seven of his minions against our compañero Vásquez.”91 This exchange shows that 
disagreements over public affairs could quickly degenerate into personal conflicts. For union 
leaders and other public figures, written attacks in the local press and displays of male prowess in 
the streets were two extremes of the same continuum. 
Influenced by the violent rhetoric of political leaders and party newspapers, inter-party 
conflicts sparked everywhere after the CTCH’s division in early 1946. Young lathe operator and 
rank-and-file communist Francisco Torrejón explained in his 2010 memoirs: “This division 
produced a furious anticommunism that reached the factories and their unions.” Torrejón tried to 
stay out of the conflicts that began to plague the workplace. “On one occasion, however, I 
accidentally became involved in a dispute, which reflected the bad blood between communists and 
socialists.” The communist workers’ support of an unsuccessful strike that cost all workers a few 
days of payment triggered the clash. Personal animosities and male honor factored in as well. 
Socialist worker Amazaki, persuaded by his overbearing comrade Sánchez, began to provoke 
Torrejón. Amazaki “took it out on me. He admonished me that we were responsible for the strike, 
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and he called me a coward.” Torrejón wanted to avoid confrontation at all costs, since Amazaki 
was known for his boxing skills. However, once Amazaki assumed a fighting stance, “I got ready 
for the fight as well, not to look like a coward, knowing beforehand I would lose.” Before Amazaki 
and Torrejón started fighting, another socialist worker hit Torrejón from behind. Still dizzy, 
Torrejón reacted to this surprise attack with a punch that made this other socialist worker’s eye 
burst. The injured worker was transferred to the hospital. Unfortunately, his condition deteriorated 
and he died a few days later. “I felt immensely guilty, but my compañeros of the machine shop 
convinced me that I was not to blame. I had been assaulted and needed to defend myself.”92 
An analysis of a confrontation that took place in the nitrate-mining town of Mapocho on 
May 2, 1947, provides further insight into gender notions and political disagreements in fueling 
conflict among unionized male workers. The analysis is based on a report by the local police. 
Socialist workers Selemías Guerrero and José Drago were pasting posters against a strike 
organized by the communist workers when María Villegas, a local leader of the pro-communist 
MEMCH, tried to take the posters away from them. The socialist billposters reacted with more 
violence than advisable and caused minor injuries to Villegas’s neck. “As a result of this row, 
several workers intervened in favor of the woman.” Around two hundred male workers—
according to the report, all communists—surrounded the two socialists. Threatened, Guerrero 
pulled out a gun and shot two bullets into the air while shouting “Long life to the Socialist Party! 
Down with the strike!” He then ran away with his comrade Drago to find haven in the bosses’ 
office. Police officers ended up taking the two socialists to Huara’s precinct house “to prevent the 
incident from getting out of hand.” Threats, blows, and sometimes even shots to the air were part 
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of the established repertoire of confrontation among male workers, but lack of respect for gender 
conventions—in this case, violence against a woman from a rival organization—could lead to 
potentially deadly confrontations.93 
The bar was arguably the main space of male workers’ sociability in twentieth-century 
Chile, but drinking sometimes took place in union headquarters as well. Take a recollection from 
communist leader Reinaldo Núñez. In 1941, the PCCH sent Núñez and Juan Chacón to mediate in 
an escalating conflict between a butchers’ union and the state. The communist leaders interceded 
on behalf of the butchers. They managed to draft a somewhat convenient settlement with the 
military supervisor and then went to the butchers’ union to convince the striking workers to accept 
the settlement. Núñez remembered this event two decades later: “The union operated on Franklin 
[Street] in the headquarters of a social club, which was more a bar than a club.” Núñez and Chacón 
were able to discuss the matter with the butchers’ union’s leaders, “[b]ut not in a meeting or in an 
assembly. They were distributed on the tables of the bar, and we patiently went table by table 
explaining [them] what we had discussed with the supervisor.” This revealing anecdote about the 
resolution of an ordinary labor conflict during the Aguirre Cerda administration brings to the fore 
the hidden similarities between the labor union, the social club, and the bar.94 
The same workers who spent their afternoons in the labor union, the social club, and the 
bar also visited cabarets and brothels every now and then. The recollections of Justo Cortés’s 
childhood are telling. Born in 1927, Cortés grew up in Andacollo. His father was a left-leaning 
gold-miner conscious of his rights, someone who social historians would describe as a respectable 
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worker: he always bought the center-to-left newspaper La Opinión, which he made his son read to 
him out loud; he advised his son to visit the miners’ union’s headquarters to learn labor law, and 
he reproached him when he failed to attend meetings. And yet, Cortés’s father also had a thing for 
cabarets. Cortés recalled in a 2008 oral-history interview: “There were cabarets in this direction 
[coming from the gold mines]. So, if my dad did not arrive home in the evening, my mom became 
nervous and sent me [to look for him] because I was the only one who could bring him home. I 
was the only one he listened to.” Cabarets flourished in Andacollo in the 1930s. “There were many 
cabarets here back then. There was La Unión, El Peral, El Chinatón, and others. I remember where 
they were located and everything.” Cabarets are central to Cortes’s mental map. They serve as 
landmarks that make it easier for him to remember those bygone years. His memory of the 1930s 
and 1940s is structured around events that took place in these landmarks, such as the burning of 
the cabaret El Delicia or a brawl in the cabaret El Achi Tres that ended up with his father in jail.95 
Cabarets and brothels were an integral part of working-class life, disregarding the political 
affiliation of the workers. A couple of amusing anecdotes narrated by second-generation 
communist Humberto Arcos might help get the point across. The youngest of nine siblings, all of 
them linked to the PCCH, Arcos received no sexual education at home or in school. The stories 
friends told him were his only source of knowledge. He had his first sexual experiences in 
uncomfortable public spaces, hidden from sight, with girls from his working-class neighborhood 
in the late 1950s. The first time he had sex on a proper bed (“encatrado,” to use his words) was in 
a brothel. The factory where he worked was next to Baquedano Street, Valdivia’s red-light street, 
through which every worker from his neighborhood had to pass in order to get to the factory. Arcos 
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and his young friends from work, most of whom happened to live in his neighborhood, established 
amicable relationships with some young prostitutes, who used to wait in the street for the start of 
their night shift. These young factory workers and young prostitutes soon made a routine out of 
beers and sex. The prostitutes did not charge them, or so Arcos’s claim. The sole condition was to 
leave before the brothel opened its doors to regular customers.96 
Only after a union meeting did Arcos enter the brothel as a customer for the first time. “The 
old union leaders used to celebrate in a brothel after important assemblies or after having won a 
collective bargaining agreement. They drank [and] they danced. Most returned home, some stayed 
there [for the night].” Young Arcos raised his hand and spoke in front of the crowd on one 
occasion. His words earned him applause and an invitation to the party that followed the meeting. 
Arcos and the old union leaders went first to eat and drink in a restaurant. They all went then to 
the same brothel Arcos had visited many times before as a non-paying guest. Arcos tried to take 
advantage of this coincidence and introduce one of his prostitute friends to the old union leaders. 
He wanted to show them that he was no kid. Little did he know! Arcos approached his prostitute 
friend with confidence only to find out that she was the one who set the rules in the relationship. 
The prostitute made it very clear to Arcos that during working hours he had to pretend not to know 
her.97 
Arcos’s amusing anecdotes reveal important things about the place of the brothel in 
twentieth-century Chile. They bring to the fore the importance of peers—whether neighbors, 
coworkers, or union mates—in putting men in contact with prostitutes. They also show that 
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brothels were well integrated into the country’s social fabric, as a burgeoning Chilean scholarship 
on prostitution has been documenting. Brothels were an eminently urban phenomenon. They were 
often located in the commercial or industrial areas of a city. This made interactions between men 
and prostitutes easier, and made these interactions easier to hide from these men’s wives as well. 
Men of all social classes and ages went to brothels. The market tended to be segmented along class 
lines. Certain brothel districts catered to blue-collar workers, while others catered to middle- and 
upper-class customers. On some occasions, men of different social classes coincided in the same 
brothel, as was the case with Arcos and the union leaders. It is a common belief that young men 
spend a greater proportion of their income on drinks and sex, but the scholarship on prostitution 
and the way Arcos narrated his first visit to the brothel as a customer suggest that entering such a 
place meant entering the world of grownups.98 
Perhaps more importantly, Arcos’s anecdotes suggest that union membership and political 
affiliation did little to change men’s propensity to visit brothels. Local union leaders were not 
strongly opposed to this form of entertainment. Disregarding these unions’ discourse, the unions’ 
actual dynamics bridged union life and brothel life, as can be inferred from the tradition of 
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celebrating union achievements in brothels. Arcos’s political affiliation did not lead him to refrain 
from participating in these activities either. In fact, his politicized view of the world led him to 
attend union meetings from an early age, which in turn put him in contact with more experienced 
union leaders and brothel-goers. A communist since he was ten, there is no discernable political, 
much less moral, conversion in Arcos’s autobiographical narrative. Arcos did not narrate his 
youthful adventures with prostitutes with any sense of shame or regret, but rather the opposite. He 
felt proud. He narrated these adventures with the same masculine tone he narrated his extramarital 
adventures in the German Democratic Republic in the late 1970s, where a middle-aged, married 
Arcos made love to a beautiful German communist “many times and with great pleasure for both 
of us.”99 
In a sense, it can be argued the brothels’ rich social life made them politicized spaces. The 
fact that some brothels functioned as bases of power in local communities should come as no 
surprise, given that a number of citizens spent their evenings there. This was, for example, the case 
in the southern cities of Punta Arenas and Puerto Natales, where cold weather reduced the 
alternatives of night entertainment. The PCCH’s local newspaper in Punta Arenas accused the 
local leader of the Socialist Party of being “a scoundrel who lives in a brothel” in 1946.100 A review 
of the socialist press tends to confirm the existence of links between brothel life and local politics 
in the region. The Socialist Party’s local newspaper in Puerto Natales, for example, strongly 
criticized the mayor of the city—who belonged to the Radical Party—for his disruptive behavior 
in a brothel in 1945. “This Sunday the Mayor of the District, Mr. Sandalio Vivar, arrived at a 
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brothel completely drunk, and, taking advantage of the authority that has been given to him, he 
also tried to intimidate the owner, threatening her with closing the brothel permanently.” The 
journalist pointed out that the drunken mayor was repudiated by all the attendants and had to be 
detained by the police. What is truly interesting about this piece, however, is that it stressed the 
mayor’s abusive use of power against a respectable businesswoman. “The most reprehensible 
aspect of Mr. Vivar’s attitude is that he used his authority as a mayor to threaten the owner of a 
business establishment.”101 
Brothels were not impermeable to political confrontations either. I found a detailed account 
of a late-night brawl in a brothel while looking for criminal records of insults against President 
Gabriel González Videla—one of the most common charges leveled against communists in mid-
century Chile—in Santiago’s judicial archive. On the morning of July 15, 1948, a group of nine to 
ten socialist men who had been dining in a restaurant in downtown Santiago headed to a nearby 
brothel. There, they found a group of four to six men—some were married, others single, all were 
in their twenties or thirties—with whom they shared a drink before engaging in a brawl. A toast 
started the fight. Marcelo Montalba offered Rogelio Farías a drink. Farías, a mid-level socialist 
leader, accepted the drink and requested Montalba to join him in a toast to the Socialist Party. 
Montalba did so. He then requested Farías, who had toasted to the Socialist Party and its leader 
Bernardo Ibáñez, to now toast to Raúl Ampuero, a well-known socialist leader from a faction that 
had opposed Ibáñez’s anticommunist stance in the CTCH. From then on, things got heated. 
Punches and political rallying cries ultimately led to police intervention. Farías and the future 
socialist Deputy Albino Barra, who claimed to have been dining with other socialist comrades 
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when he was summoned to the brothel to stop the fight, argued that Montalba and his group had 
shouted “Death to the traitor Ibáñez” and “Down with the traitor González Videla, sold to Yankee 
imperialism.”102 
 Obviously, the PCCH’s embrace of cross-class cooperation and respectability in the mid-
1930s made it increasingly difficult for local leaders to depend on brothels to gain a foothold 
among the working class. This can be glimpsed from a letter by Comintern agent Eudocio Ravines 
to the Comintern’s South American Secretariat in July 1935. Ravines had arrived in Chile a few 
months earlier to impose the popular-front line and had already sent several letters criticizing the 
PCCH’s Central Committee in very harsh terms. In this particular letter, Ravines expanded on the 
problems of the party by focusing on the PCCH’s regional committees. Ravines paid special 
attention to the dismal situation in Antofagasta and Valparaíso, two key regions for a working-
class party like the PCCH. Whereas the sexual adventures and feuds of leaders discredited the 
party in Antofagasta, the leader of the party in Valparaíso failed to set a better example. To quote 
Ravines: “In Valparaíso, for example, the main leader, the right hand [of the Central Committee], 
whom they relied upon to implement the shift [in the party line and] the changes in tactics, turns 
out to be the owner and manager of a brothel in the port.” According to Ravines, the national 
leaders of the PCCH knew about these problems, but they preferred to bury them. The lack of party 
discipline had led to “caudillismo”—a familiar term in Latin American politics that often surfaces 
in Comintern documents of the era—and its corollary: abuses. The relationship between local 
caudillos and the rank-and-file membership led to a perverse logic, which Ravines summed up in 
                                                 




the following maxim: “To be a leader in order to become a chulo with impunity,” chulo being a 
word that could be translated as “vulture” or even “pimp.”103 
Notwithstanding the growing differentiation between leaders appointed by the central 
committee and traditional caudillos who controlled places of amusement, sometimes even 
communist leaders of national stature ended up partying in cabarets and brothels. The PCCH’s 
strong condemnation of prostitution that accompanied the popular-front turn did not entirely 
prevent some leaders from visiting these places. Congressman José Vega, for example, 
remembered in the 1960s having invited Juan Chacón to one of these places in the mid-to-late 
1930s: “When the so-called ‘change of political line’—the Popular Front line—occurred, I took 
Chacón to a house of ill repute [casa non sancta]. He did not frequent them. At first, he was quiet 
and unsociable. Then, after a few drinks, he became happy and began to dance cueca. He was a 
marvelous cueca dancer, a real spinning top!”104 Vega’s sexual adventures were no secret within 
the PCCH. His adventures were particularly problematic because he was one of the few 
communists who enjoyed a seat in the Chamber of Deputies, having won the 1932 elections. Vega 
was reelected to the Chamber of Deputies in 1937, but the party decided not to nominate him in 
1941 and hence cut his political career short. This decision was made in the IX Plenum, in 1940. 
His lack of restraint might have factored in the party’s decision.105 
Chacón’s dancing abilities are less well known. They probably dated from his years as a 
young glass worker in Santiago, when he frequented brothels. Reinaldo Núñez remembered the 
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following story when a communist writer interviewed him in the 1960s. The PCCH had 
commanded him to bring Chacón to a celebration organized in his honor, because Chacón had just 
won Valparaíso’s seat in the Chamber of Deputies in the 1941 congressional elections. Núñez 
looked for Chacón everywhere only to find him dancing his feet off in the ramadas, or party 
venues, of Nogales. When the ramadas closed, Núñez and Chacón came back to the mining town 
next to El Melón, where a group of workers invited them to continue the party in their union’s 
headquarters. They accepted. When entering the union’s headquarters, Chacón went directly to the 
piano and played a humorous cueca with sexual connotations, which made everyone laugh. Núñez, 
laughing as well, asked the newly discovered life of the party where he had learned his music 
skills. “Keep it to yourself—he told me. I learned that with the whores of the Matadero district 
when I was a kid [cabro].”106 Chacón’s surprising partying skills came from his non-surprising 
experience as a young urban worker in the Santiago of the mid-1910s. Like Oscar Riquelme, young 
Chacón had also learned to play the piano in a brothel. By the mid-1930s, forty-year-old Chacón 
had grown up to become an important leader of a respectable working-class party and could not 
avoid feeling some discomfort when he visited these types of places again, as Vega’s recollection 
suggest. But once he began drinking and the music started to play, he transformed himself into a 
human spinning top and regressed to his old ways. 
 
Conclusion 
A worker and a local union leader, P.F.R. held public office in his hometown before and 
after the Pinochet dictatorship, first as a communist and then as a socialist. When he was serving 
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his first term, in the 1960s, his marriage fell apart, and he ended up fighting for the custody of his 
three little children in court. P.F.R.’s wife accused him of being a “drunkard and habitual gambler,” 
who hit her whenever he got drunk. According to her, P.F.R. spent his earnings on alcohol instead 
of caring for his family. P.F.R. downplayed these accusations. He said that he liked playing games 
of skill, not games of chance, and that he drank only occasionally. He also challenged his wife’s 
depiction of him as a wife beater: “I have only hit the petitioner twice and not repeatedly, as she 
claims.” Through his lawyer, P.F.R. counter-argued that his wife did not take proper care of the 
children and often left them unattended to visit her new partner. “But most detrimental to the moral 
education of the minors is the fact that the petitioner’s official residence is her mother’s house, 
where a brothel regularly operates.” Police and health reports confirmed these allegations, at least 
in part. The children were living with their mother and maternal grandmother in a house that served 
alcoholic beverages without the proper bill of health and which functioned as an illegal brothel 
occasionally, three or four times a month, when workers received their wages. P.F.R., it turned 
out, “had met his spouse when her mother worked as a prostitute at the brothel that she now owns 
and manages.”107 
The court record is replete with references to honor and propriety. When his wife first 
brought him to court, P.F.R. replied: “With the reputation I currently have…, given that I am a 
councilor of this district, these court proceedings damage me enormously.” A report by a social 
worker attached to the court record described P.F.R. as “an honest and hard-working person” and 
his wife as a “quiet person, who lives properly, is honest, and loves her children,” adding that “the 
home in which she currently lives is honest and reputable.” A later report by a policeman 
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confirmed P.F.R.’s accusations against his mother-in-law—the brothel manager—but described 
her in favorable terms: “Notwithstanding her professional activities, she behaves in a dignified 
way towards her daughter… Currently, she does not cause any trouble in the community, despite 
the illicit business she is involved in.” The wife’s lawyer considered P.F.R’s accusations to be 
slanderous and offensive. “In his vengeful attack against his wife…, the respondent… does not 
hesitate to tarnish her reputation and even that of their children.”108 
This chapter has shown that all kinds of workers spent some afternoons in brothels and 
union headquarters, notwithstanding politically motivated discourses that drew an ontological 
distinction between those who frequented the former and those who frequented the latter. Labor 
and political history has tended to reinforce rather than challenge this misleading distinction. In 
fact, P.F.R. fits uneasily in the dominant scholarly paradigm. If you read the biographical sketches 
published when he ran for office or the eulogies published when he died, you might get the 
impression that P.F.R. lived for his family, his union, and his party. But if you come across sources 
of a more contentious nature, like I did, you will find certificates of good repute alongside 
accusations of disorderly conduct. To grasp the relevance and the limits of the communist project, 
political discourses should be read in tandem with social practices. P.F.R.’s case is not an 
exception. It illustrates the difficulties working-class men—whose social environment included 
bars, gambling dens, and brothels—encountered when laying claim to a space in the public arena, 
structured around notions of honor and propriety. 
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The Rearguard of the Vanguard: 
Women and Children Take to the Streets (1935-1946) 
 
 
“I have the honor to report herein the meeting of the Communist Party of Chile, held in 
Concepción on Sunday, March 10, 1946,” wrote Lee M. Hunsaker, the American Vice Consul 
stationed in that city, to the American Secretary of State, James F. Byrnes. Hunsaker immediately 
went on to note that, “[p]rior to assembling, approximately 1,200 men, women, and children 
paraded the streets of Concepción, shouting ‘Long live the Communist Party.’” The marchers 
displayed large red banners with the name of the party and the Hammer and Sickle symbol. 
“Onlookers hastened to comment upon the women and children in the parade, pointing out that 
this was the first time in the history of Concepción that women and children had joined in a political 
demonstration.” Onlookers are not a particularly reliable source of information and American 
diplomats tend to exaggerate when it comes to communist activities, but the quote captures the 
sense of novelty of this way of parading.109 
This chapter studies women and children marching through the streets and engaging in a 
variety of other activities in public spaces during the popular-front period. It shows that the PCCH 
tried to build an inclusive culture in public spaces, where communist men and their families could 
enjoy themselves and defend their rights when needed. This use of the public space served not 
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only to complement the activism of male communists in the workplace and the labor union, but 
also to challenge the public-private divide that confined women to the household. I argue, however, 
that the communist attempt to develop an inclusive culture of social leisure and political 
engagement was thwarted by the strength of the male breadwinner, female housewife family 
model, both as an ideology and as a social reality. Many communist men, especially working-class 
men, understood not only wage work but also public affairs as domains exclusive to men and were 
reluctant to bring their wives and children to public activities. Some wives bought into the 
breadwinner model as well, preferring to stay at home instead of risking their reputation out in the 
open. To the extent that the PCCH succeeded in bringing communist men with their wives and 
children to the streets, it was because families reenacted in public the gender roles that structured 
the domestic sphere. 
The PCCH delivered a mixed message that, in a way, also strengthened the breadwinner 
model. While it called on women to take to the streets and be more politically active, it addressed 
women first and foremost as housewives. Like the CPSU, the PCCH sanctioned domesticity while 
trying to imbue it with greater public consciousness.110 During the popular-front era, the party’s 
stance on the woman question combined the traditional insistence on women’s greater 
participation in public life with a new, strong emphasis on women’s “natural” roles. This emphasis 
became more pronounced in the 1940s, although more traditional communist representations of 
women as class-conscious workers and activists also remained common. The PCCH’s subtle shift 
in priorities should not be understood as a failure on the part of the party in creating a significant 
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pool of skilled female activists or appealing to working women, but rather as a strategy for further 
organizational growth. Instead of demanding every woman to work outside the home and be a 
political activist, the organization expected to reap political benefits from the gendered division of 
labor. The chapter’s title, “the rearguard of the vanguard,” is a shortened version of a saying that 
I learned from oral-history interviews. Equating the home of party members with the rearguard, 
the saying held that the vanguard of the working class needed the help and commitment of the 
rearguard in order to operate effectively. I use this politically charged metaphor to make apparent 
the crucial yet subordinated role of women in the PCCH. 
Since its foundation on January 1, 1922, the PCCH had always been a political organization 
dominated by men. Historians who study the early years of the PCCH estimate that less than five 
percent of the members were women and that the proportion of women in leadership positions was 
even tinier.111 The number of both female members and female leaders increased during the 
popular-front era, in part because of the party’s principled commitment to gender equality and its 
attempt to promote women up the hierarchy. Political considerations led the PCCH to put special 
emphasis on proselytizing among women during these years. Women became a valuable asset for 
every political party in 1934, when they acquired the right to vote in municipal elections.112 The 
success of these policies should not be overemphasized, however. There is no reliable data in the 
number of female members, but the percentage of female voters and female leaders is far from 
impressive. By early 1947, after over a decade of efforts to attract female voters, the ratio of male 
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to female communist voters was approximately 6:1.113 The PCCH’s Central Committee—a body 
composed of thirty to forty-two members back then—never had more than two female members 
during the period under consideration.114 If the Central Committee always had at least one female 
member, it was because a woman was needed to head the Central Committee’s National Feminine 
Commission. The existence of such a commission makes apparent the party’s strategic interest in 
women, but the minor influence this commission had in the Central Committee is proof of the 
limited power of women as a whole within the PCCH.115 In his detailed study of popular-front 
communism, Andrew Barnard identified fourteen men—and no women—as members of the 
party’s inner “ruling group,” based on the fact that these fourteen leaders were the only ones who 
survived three successive elections to the Central Committee (in 1939, 1941, and 1945).116 
                                                 
113 The existence of different electoral rolls for Chilean men and women allows for such an estimate to be made. In 
the 1947 municipal elections, for example, the PCCH obtained 78,336 votes casted in the registro político—composed 
exclusively of Chilean men—and only 12,868 votes casted in the registro municipal—composed of Chilean women 
and naturalized foreigners of both sexes. Dirección General de Estadística de Chile, “Elección ordinaria de 
municipalidades efectuada el 6 de abril de 1947,” in Política, administración y justicia. Año 1947, Santiago: n.p., 
1949, pp. 2-21. Not all the communist votes casted in the registro municipal came from Chilean women, since the 
PCCH had a non-negligible following among certain immigrant communities. 
114 The Central Committee elected in 1939 had 2 women (Micaela Troncoso and Saray Cortés) out of 40 known 
members. The Central Committee elected in 1941 had 2 women (Micaela Troncoso and Amelia Guerrero) out of 30 
known members. The Central Committee elected in 1945 had 1 woman (Julieta Campusano) out of 30 known 
members. This information is based on news from the communist press. Frente Popular, December 26, 1939, p. 5, 
“31 miembros integran el CC del Partido Comunista”; El Siglo, January 2, 1942, p. 1, “Nómina de integrantes del 
Comité Central, del Secretariado y de la Comisión Política”; El Siglo, December 16, 1945, p. 5, “El nuevo Comité 
Central.” A few Central Committee members—no more than a couple—were not listed in the press. See, e.g., “Informe 
al Komintern sobre la actividad del Partido Comunista de Chile,” May 1940, in Ulianova and Riquelme, eds., Chile 
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Julieta Campusano in 1945, a much younger contender favored by the ruling group, suggests that the women in charge 
of the National Feminine Commission were not very powerful after all. See, “Julieta Carmen Campusano de Carvajal,” 
Despatch from Embassy Santiago to Secretary of State, October 14, 1946, Record Group 59 (Records of the 
Department of State), Decimal Files, 1945-49, Box 5356, NARA II. 
116 Barnard, “The Chilean Communist Party,” pp. 402-406. 
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 The chapter’s first section draws upon, and contributes to, historical scholarship on gender 
and women’s studies. Literature on gender roles has convincingly shown that the so-called 
“traditional” family arrangement, where the husband worked outside the home and the wife stayed 
at home, is a somewhat recent historical construction. In Chile, the breadwinner model seems to 
have become prevalent only around the 1930s, and even during its golden age, many women and 
children kept working for wages; in some cases, women were the sole providers of one-parent 
families.117 Another of the most significant contributions of the literature on gender and women’s 
studies relates to the issue of activism and politics. In Chile, the last two decades have yielded 
detailed studies on the relationship between class-based and gender-based activism, and between 
the left and women more generally. Be it Salvador Allende addressing female voters or 
communists clashing with feminists, the story is usually one of desencuentro.118 The section does 
not contradict but rather reinforces the point made by scholars of gender, activism, and politics. It 
does so, however, by taking a road less traveled. Instead of focusing on outspoken feminists or 
feisty working women, a number of whom joined the ranks of the PCCH and struggled to make 
their voices heard against the state, the capitalists, and sometimes even male party leaders, this 
chapter focuses on the less vociferous stay-at-home wives of male communists. The goal is not so 
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much to give voices to these rarely heard women as to understand their particular importance for 
Chilean communism. As this chapter suggests, the PCCH promoted the ideal of a politically-
conscious, highly-efficient housewife to enable the activism of their male partners and raise 
communist children. 
 The chapter’s second section draws on, and contributes to, the scholarship on the history 
of children and childhood. Since the groundbreaking work of Philip Ariès in 1960, scholars of 
childhood have been discussing the relationship between representations of children and the 
children represented.119 Children remain elusive historical actors. The section does make an effort 
to retrieve their voices, but it focuses mostly on representations of childhood and the symbolic 
work performed by boys and girls.120 Modern discourses linking children to the destiny of the 
nation—particularly salient during the popular-front era—underpinned the representations of 
childhood mobilized by the PCCH. Politically active children became a staple of popular-front 
communism. They allowed the organization to present a friendly public face and imagine itself as 
an inclusive political movement. That being said, these representations do not stand for the 
represented. The reader should not take the child activists who figure so prominently in the 
communist press as representative of children of communists. The great majority of children born 
to communist parents were not activists in their childhood. Similarly, the recollections of “cradle 
communists”—second-generation communists who thought of themselves as having been “born” 
into the party121—quoted below should not lead readers to believe that every child of a communist 
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grew up to be a political activist. In fact, only a fraction of them joined the PCCH later in life. The 
PCCH did try to incorporate as many children of members into party activities as possible, but it 
failed to develop the institutional setting—a nationwide Pioneer movement, summer camps and 
schools, etc.—that could transform the party into a broader movement of families. The PCCH 
remained primarily a male organization concerned with labor issues.122 
The chapter’s third and last section is a case study of a social protest—the infamous 
massacre of Plaza Bulnes. The CTCH called a mass meeting in Santiago’s Plaza Bulnes on January 
28, 1946, and the police efforts to suppress the demonstration resulted in six deaths. Although the 
demonstration took place when the force that held together the Radical Party, the Socialist Party, 
and the PCCH was waning, the event serves here as a case study of social protest—or, more 
specifically, workers’ protest—in popular-front Chile. My analysis focuses on the gender 
dynamics of the protest and brings together the main historical actors studied so far—communist 
working men and their wives and children. I examine the masculine ethos of protesting workers 
while underscoring the hidden family ties that helped sustain union and political activism 
throughout and beyond the popular-front era.123 The analysis is based on the thorough judicial 
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investigation into the massacre. This court record, which has not been previously analyzed by other 
scholars, is comprised of experts’ reports and testimonies by policemen, union leaders, and 
wounded demonstrators.124 
 
Wives of Communists 
Ana González became one of the symbols of the struggle against the Pinochet dictatorship 
in the 1970s, after losing her husband, two of her sons, and a daughter-in-law at the hands of the 
secret service. Few families suffered more than hers. Few women protested as loudly and 
courageously as she did. González had become a communist when she was young, in the popular-
front period, a few years before marrying a communist worker in 1944. Her husband, Manuel 
Recabarren, was himself the son of a communist father. Marrying Recabarren proved more 
difficult than González had imagined, however. The young, underaged lovers needed parental 
authorization, and they faced unexpected opposition. González got her parents’ authorization 
without much trouble, but Recabarren’s father was not so easily convinced. González recalled the 
attitude of her future father-in-law in a 2009 oral-history interview: “He didn’t want me to marry 
his son. For I was a troublemaker [revoltosa]. I was the only woman among a hundred men. I used 
to cheer up the people gathered in the Caupolicán [Theater] during mass meetings. I don’t know, 
it was strange: even though he was a communist, he was so conservative.”125 This section argues 
that families like the one formed by Manuel Recabarren and Ana González were an anomaly, a 
minority even within the PCCH. One in a hundred communist men married a woman like 
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González, not only because such energetic women were scarce, but also because men had 
conservative attitudes toward marriage and gender roles. González might have been the ideal 
communist woman, but that did not necessarily make her the ideal communist wife. 
The great majority of popular-front communist men married non-communist women. This 
should come as no surprise, given the gender imbalance in the PCCH membership. The prevalence 
of such a marriage pattern can be documented by examining recollections of second-generation 
communists—whether male or female—born in the popular-front era, sprinkled in oral-history 
interviews and memoirs. Most recall being raised by very active communist fathers. They tend to 
make fewer references to their mothers’ political influence. Some describe their mothers as devout 
Catholics, underscoring the long-running tension between Catholicism and communism. Others 
explain their mothers’ lack of interest in public affairs by describing them simply as housewives, 
implying a contradiction between domestic labor and political activism. A number of these second-
generation communists, however, mentioned that their mothers did share some of their father’s 
basic political ideas. Their mothers might not have been party members, but they sympathized 
with the organization and voted for communist candidates. It is difficult to establish with any 
degree of certainty the proportion of wives who shared the political ideas of their communist 
husbands, those who were indifferent to them, and those who had different political ideas, but the 
preponderance of a marriage pattern where communist husbands were more politically active than 
their wives is beyond doubt.126 
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 If some non-communist wives ended up sympathizing with the PCCH and sometimes even 
joining the organization, it was not so much due to their husbands’ activism itself—this could 
produce either sympathy or aversion to communism—but due to the organization’s efforts to 
integrate the members’ wives. The PCCH organized many social and political events to appeal to 
both men and women. Some of these events took place on special days of the year, like the 
anniversaries of the PCCH (celebrated back then on July 4), the Russian Revolution (November 
7), or Luis Emilio Recabarren’s death (December 19). The greatest celebrations took place in the 
capital city, where the PCCH sometimes rented a theater to accommodate all the attendees. Smaller 
celebrations took place throughout the country as well. In the small southern city of Puerto Natales, 
for example, the PCCH’s local committee invited “workers and their families” to a “literary 
musical event in its headquarters” to commemorate the Russian Revolution in 1941 and issued the 
following command to celebrate the anniversary of Recabarren’s death in 1943: “All the members 
and their families must come tomorrow Sunday at ten in the morning to the Party’s 
headquarters.”127 As these excerpts from Puerto Natales’s local communist newspaper make clear, 
the organizers of these events expected to receive not merely men, but married men with their 
families. And, as the peremptory tone of the 1944 command suggests, the party sometimes 
pressured members to fulfill the expectations. 
Other events took place with the sole purpose of bringing together the members and their 
families in a relaxed, joyous atmosphere. Puerto Natales’s Cell Nº 1, for example, organized 
several barbecues and tea parties to entertain its loyal members and welcome new ones, sometimes 
using these opportunities to collect funds for the organization at the same time. These small 
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gatherings around food and hot beverages took place in the home of a particularly welcoming local 
communist member. The admission prices organizers occasionally charged—convenient for those 
who came as couples or who brought their children—make plain that they expected to receive 
communist members as part of family units rather than as atomized individuals.128 Social events 
sometimes relied on activities like sports, music, and dance to appeal to men and women of all 
ages. Take the program of a Sunday party in the countryside organized by La Serena’s local 
communist newspaper in 1946. The newspaper invited all the communists of the city and some 
non-communist guests as well. According to the program, the day would begin with a children’s 
race, which would be followed by a race among grown-ups. After these races, men would compete 
in a soccer match and a tug-of-war. Then, dancing contests would take place. In working-class 
cities like Puerto Natales and La Serena, small barbecues in the garden of a member’s house and 
big parties in the countryside served the purpose of cementing camaraderie between communist 
men while involving their wives in the male-centered world of union and political activism.129 
The PCCH—and many communist-led mass fronts—made efforts to facilitate the 
participation of women in social and political events. A couple of mass meetings that took place 
in Chile’s National Stadium in the 1940s serve as an example. The PCCH helped organize a huge 
anti-fascist festival in the National Stadium on a beautiful December Sunday in 1942. The 
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Democracy in 1948. Anti-communist persecution will be discussed in Chapter 3. 
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organizers put special emphasis in bringing families to this open-air event and thus in convincing 
women to attend. “You have missed many festivals because you do not know where to leave your 
children,” a note informing about the event in the party newspaper El Siglo began. “The Union for 
Victory is aware of this problem. To make it possible for every anti-fascist to attend the festival 
on Sunday at the National Stadium, it will arrange for babies and little children a BABY BAR 
[sic].”130 Supervised by twenty volunteers, the so-called Baby Bar—a sort of gigantic open-air 
nursery—included many cots and playpens. As the newspaper boasted after the event, the Baby 
Bar managed to take care of more than four hundred children younger than one and hundreds of 
others between the ages of two and five.131 Similarly, on a beautiful December Saturday in 1946, 
a group of women who belonged to the crypto-communist Alliance of Intellectuals organized, with 
the help of doctors, nurses, and volunteers, a nursery to help “mothers attend with their little 
children the inaugural event of the CTCH’s Third National Congress, in the National Stadium.”132 
These references to improvised nurseries in the National Stadium show that small groups of 
women—some professionals, others volunteers—organized themselves to help their peers attend 
these public events. 
Ironically, female activists were needed to bring a greater number of women into the 
streets. The irony is not restricted to the issue of childcare alone. Take cooking, for example. As 
explained above, gatherings around food and hot beverages were an important part of communist 
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sociability. Some types of gatherings—like the above-mentioned barbecues of Puerto Natales—
suggest that men did play a role in cooking some of these meals. However, women did most of the 
work in most gatherings. Young female activists, for example, were in charge of the buffets in the 
parties organized by the PCCH’s youth wing.133 Only occasionally did party documents complain 
that “the use [of young women] in the buffets is not always fair.”134 The dynamics of the social 
and political activities organized by the PCCH were not very different. An interviewee born in 
1950—when the party, outlawed, operated underground—remembered that her communist father 
used to lend the family’s house for secret meetings and gatherings in the following terms: “People 
arrived at night, and they all met there. And they spent all the day [after that night] locked inside 
the house, and some women prepared lunch.” When I asked her more about these women, she 
explained that both men and women came to meetings, and that these women helped her mother—
who was not a communist—cook for all the attendants.135 
Communist men were supposed not only to bring their wives into social and political 
events, but also to convince them to join the party’s ranks. This can be more easily glimpsed in the 
recollections of party leaders of the era, who felt a much greater pressure to recruit their wives into 
the organization. Take the recollections of three of the most important leaders from working-class 
extraction, Juan Chacón, Víctor Contreras, and Elías Lafertte, all of whom rose from union 
organizers to members of Congress. Chacón married Aída Silva in 1926. Silva was a fur worker 
                                                 
133 The communist press tried to attract people to these parties by announcing that young women would be in charge 
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134 Víctor Guerrero, ¡Por una Juventud Comunista de masas!, Santiago: Editorial Juventud, 1941, p. 17. 
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who participated in the activities organized by her union but did not feel close to communism—
her union was not sympathetic to communism either. She began collaborating with the 
International Red Aid—a sort of Red Cross established by the Comintern—after marrying, and 
she eventually joined the PCCH. Looking back from the 1960s, Chacón could not but feel proud 
of having fulfilled his revolutionary duty: “My compañera asked to be admitted as a Party member 
in 1936. I felt a great emotion and personal satisfaction.” Chacón framed Silva’s personal 
transformation in the following terms: “My wife was very Catholic, and she did not understand 
much about politics… We discussed the religious question for ten years, until Marxism prevailed.” 
In this excerpt, Chacón downplays Silva’s original political ideas, equating her Catholicism with 
ignorance. He postulates that her conversion to the true faith of Marxism was a difficult yet natural 
process. However, the time span between the couple’s wedding (1926) and the wife’s decision to 
join the PCCH (1936) suggests that Silva was not a tabula rasa and that her conversion was far 
from natural. Party calls to recruit women became more pronounced in the mid-1930s, and party 
leaders often felt pressured to recruit their own wives.136 
 Víctor Contreras had less luck proselytizing at home. Contreras met his future wife María 
Aguilera when he was already mayor of Tocopilla. The daughter of an artisan linked to the 
Conservative Party, Aguilera was a Catholic who, according to Contreras’s 1981 memoirs, “did 
not have political concerns, besides voting for the communists in every election.” Aguilera’s lack 
of interest in political activism does not seem to have bothered Contreras very much personally, 
but he did feel pressure to register her into the organization. In the 1950s, for example, female 
                                                 
136 Quoted in Varas, Chacón, pp. 56, 107. See, also, El Siglo, February 18, 1965, p. 7, “Juan Chacón Corona vivirá 
siempre en el corazón de los comunistas.” Chacón’s account of his wife’s conversion is not that different from excerpts 
found in highly stylized biographies of other party leaders. See, e.g., Délano, Galo González y la formación del 
Partido, pp. 21-23. 
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leader Julieta Campusano ventured that Aguilera had not yet joined the PCCH due to Contreras’s 
opposition—a potentially damaging accusation. Fortunately for Contreras, Aguilera asked him 
whether he would like her to join the PCCH. Contreras responded affirmatively. That way, he 
could prove to his comrades that he had no interest in preventing his wife from becoming a party 
member. Unfortunately for Contreras, however, Aguilera had a very brief and disappointing 
experience as a member. She attended only two meetings. She left the second meeting crying and 
swearing never to come back, after being scolded by other communist women. Contreras 
concluded: “María continued to respect the Party, but it was not possible to make her reconsider 
and join its ranks.”137 
Party president Elías Lafertte’s romantic life is a testimony to the difficulty of finding the 
ideal life partner and to the fact that, from the revolutionary man’s point of view, the ideal woman 
is not always the ideal wife, and vice versa. Lafertte had three long-term romantic relationships. 
His first two relationships were with women who actively participated in left-wing social and 
political activities. Lafertte met the first of them, Ilya Gaete, thanks to a relative with whom he 
had reconnected due to revolutionary political activities. Gaete participated in these activities as 
well, and Lafertte invited her to join a theater troupe committed to the cause. Lafertte and Gaete 
fell in love. They decided to live together sometime in the mid-1910s. A symbolic wedding 
ceremony took place on stage, while the couple performed the last scene of a play written by Luis 
Emilio Recabarren. Revolutionaries back then, Lafertte explained in his 1957 memoirs, “abhorred 
civil marriage, and even more so religious marriage.” Whereas the play ended with an inspired 
love scene, the actors’ real love story ended in tragedy. The couple lost their only child, “marital 
                                                 
137 Víctor Contreras, Campesino y proletario, Moscow: Editorial de la Agencia de Prensa Nóvosti, 1981, pp. 43-45. 
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life became difficult, and so we decided to break up.” Lafertte did not expand on the reasons that 
made their life difficult in his memoirs, but he did explain in greater detail why his second long-
term relationship, with Leonor Rojas, failed. Rojas shared Lafertte’s political ideas originally, but 
she got tired of his political activism and left him for an intelligence agent while Lafertte was in 
political confinement on Easter Island, causing the communist leader both “pain and shame.”138 
Lafertte’s longest relationship was with Laura Díaz, whom he met outside the party’s 
networks and who did not originally share his political ideas. They met in 1930 and were together 
until 1959, when she died. Díaz was the only of these three women who withstood Lafertte’s long 
absences and unwavering activism. Lafertte only mentioned Díaz twice in his memoirs, but several 
other communists paid tribute to her endurance and resilience. The aforementioned Víctor 
Contreras, who lived with the couple in the 1930s, put it in the following terms in his 1981 
memoirs: “I think it is fair to acknowledge the fortitude of Elías’s wife. She was a woman who 
was content with what she had, who never complained about anything, living always secluded, 
without the possibility of having friends. She made miracles to feed the family, to wash and starch 
his shirts… to mend and iron the lustrous black three-piece suits of her compañero, and she always 
waited up for him at night, no matter how late he arrived.”139 Díaz joined the PCCH in 1942, but 
she was never very active in the organization. Taking care of a husband like Lafertte was enough 
work already. When other communists asked her what she did in the party, she used to reply: “I 
take care of the President! What more do you want?”140 
                                                 
138 Elías Lafertte, Vida de un comunista (páginas autobiográficas), Santiago: n.p., 1961, pp. 118, 156-157, 217-218. 
This is the second edition. The first edition dates from 1957. 
139 Contreras, Campesino y proletario, pp. 65-66. 
140 Vistazo, November 10, 1959, p. 4, “La compañera de Lafertte.” 
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Díaz might not have been the ideal communist activist, but she was “the ideal compañera,” 
as Elena González described her in a women’s magazine published by the PCCH in 1961, when 
Lafertte died. González, a much more active communist woman and soon-to-be central committee 
member, went on to remember the words Díaz had told her before dying, in 1959: “I think I’m 
going to die. And the only thing I regret is that I’m not going to be able to make him his meals and 
accompany him to the north in his campaign trips.”141 Communist journalists and party leaders 
had issued similar statements regarding Díaz’s subservient role when she died. A biographical 
piece on Díaz published in a communist magazine, for example, praised the deceased in the 
following terms: “Up until her death, she never got tired of cooking, of washing don Elías’s white 
shirts, of sewing their buttons, of taking care of the lawn, of waking up at six thirty in the morning 
and making breakfast.”142 In the funeral itself, a sobbing Lafertte thanked his wife for all her 
sacrifices, and female leader Julieta Campusano assessed the deceased’s political contribution: 
“She played an important role in the Party’s struggles—a role in the rearguard, because she 
managed to create a happy environment in the president’s home that made his political work 
easier.”143 
No matter how politically active or professionally talented the wives of party leaders were, 
these wives almost always ended up doing the lion’s share of domestic labor. The relationship 
between César Godoy—a socialist leader who joined the PCCH in 1943—and his wife, María 
Herrera, is an illuminating case. Like other couples formed by two politically conscious 
professionals, these two left-wing primary school teachers behaved in a progressive manner in a 
                                                 
141 Mirada, March 1, 1961, pp. 12-13, “Antes que la historia lo juzgó el pueblo.” 
142 Vistazo, November 10, 1959, p. 4, “La compañera de Lafertte.” 
143 Mirada, November 18, 1959, p. 15, “30 años de amor junto a Lafertte.”  
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number of aspects. Godoy explained in his 1982 memoirs: “To make things easier, we decided 
that neither of us would wear a wedding ring and that she would keep her maiden name.” Herrera 
continued to work outside the home after marrying and remained politically active as well. 
Nevertheless, the unequal nature of their partnership is apparent. In a chapter of his memoirs 
devoted to his wife, tellingly titled “María, Self-Sacrificing María,” Godoy described Herrera by 
using the odd term “mujer orquesta,” a “one-woman band” who does everything around the house: 
“She cooks, cleans, irons, cuts and sews; she knows about electricity, carpentry, and a lot about 
mechanics.” When closing the chapter, Godoy thanked his wife while excusing himself: “A 
politician or revolutionary is a difficult case, when it comes to marital and domestic life. You can 
rarely count on him. As a rule, he is incompetent in the performance of household chores—a lousy 
team member. He often brings guests to the house, but when it’s time to do the dishes, he is 
nowhere to be found.”144 
The ideal wife, as imagined by the PCCH, resembled María Herrera more than Laura Díaz. 
César Godoy’s mujer orquesta not only took care of the household, but also worked outside the 
home and participated in public affairs. The problem was that party members preferred women 
like Laura Díaz as wives. Many working-class men, including communist men, were still reluctant 
to the idea of women’s work outside the home. This issue sparked discussion in Chilean society 
and among workers in particular. The contours of the debate within the PCCH can be sketched by 
looking into union bulletins published by the party. Take a piece by Manuel Gutiérrez in the 
railroad workers’ El Riel, instructively titled, “Should women work outside the home?” Gutiérrez 
echoed the party’s official line. The purpose of his piece was to argue for women’s work outside 
                                                 
144 César Godoy, Vida de un agitador, Sinaloa: Universidad Autónoma de Sinaloa, 1983, pp. 99-102. 
87 
 
the home. According to him, progressive men everywhere agreed on the matter. Yet the very 
publication of such a piece makes apparent that the issue was still being debated among Chilean 
workers and that some held a different opinion. Interestingly, Gutiérrez himself took a moderate 
stance on the debate. He criticized the fascist countries for wanting to force women into the home, 
but he was careful enough to distance himself from the “feminism without obstacles” of the United 
States, “where women enjoy freedoms that may seem excessive to us.”145 
The PCCH often blamed members for failing to integrate their wives into social and 
political activities. According to the party’s understanding of the matter, the root of the problem 
lay in the fact that most men shared the bourgeois ideal of the male breadwinner and the female 
housewife. A 1941 report by party leader Andrés Escobar to the Comintern admitted that the party 
leadership had underestimated the potential contribution of women to the revolutionary struggle, 
but argued that party members bore most of the responsibility. Chilean men, according to Escobar, 
considered women to be inferior and thought that a woman’s place was in the home. 
“Unfortunately,” Escobar added, “part of the communist membership still holds this prejudice and 
they do not even organize their own wives and families [politically]. It is understandable that with 
such a mentality in our own Party, the attempts to organize women have not thrived.”146  
There is some truth to Escobar’s words, but the party’s view of the issue fails to 
acknowledge two important facts. First, the PCCH leadership showed little political will to 
challenge the domestic arrangements that prevented women from taking more active roles in public 
affairs. The PCCH did pressure party members to integrate their wives into the life of the 
                                                 
145 El Riel 48, May 1944, p. 14, “¿Debe trabajar la mujer fuera del hogar?” See, also, El Riel 49, May 1944, p. 5, 
“¿Debe trabajar la mujer fuera del hogar?” 
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organization, but it fell short from challenging what communist men considered their prerogatives 
at home. Female activists interested in creating more equal domestic relationships often faced 
opposition on the part of the rank-and-file membership and indifference on the part of the 
leadership. Marta Vergara and other communist women active in the MEMCH—a feminist 
organization with which the PCCH had a love-hate relationship because the party always 
privileged class over gender147—could not avoid feeling frustration when communist men 
prevented their wives from attending MEMCH meetings and “made an argument out of the 
‘memchismo’ of their compañeras,” as she complained in her 1962 memoirs. According to 
Vergara, many die-hard revolutionaries had mixed feelings about their wives’ activism, whether 
in the MEMCH or the PCCH. She wrote: “Like any bourgeois, they wanted to keep their wives in 
the back of the house.” Vergara explained that the communist leadership rarely intervened in these 
kinds of issues. When extra-marital affairs could tarnish the PCCH’s reputation, party leaders 
reacted promptly, but, Vergara complained, “if the problem was just that a jealous and overbearing 
husband kept his compañera more or less hostage [inside the house], no one but us cared.”148 
Second, the PCCH’s discourse itself often reinforced rather than challenged the 
breadwinner model. The party’s stance on the woman question was ambiguous, to say the least. 
The party argued for women’s work outside the home and tried to organize women to take to the 
streets to protest for their rights, but it addressed women first and foremost as housewives. The 
                                                 
147 On the relationship between the PCCH and the MEMCH, see Corinne Antezana-Pernet, “El MEMCH en provincia. 
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communist discourse actively contributed to the identification of men with production and women 
with reproduction. Beginning around the mid-1930s and especially during the 1940s, the party’s 
emphasis turned from working women to housewives. As the following pages show, the 
communist press urged women to be good homemakers. The party’s discourse could be dubbed 
“maternalist,” since it glorified motherhood and assigned women important public roles as 
nurturers and educators of children.149 Nevertheless, the oft-used concept of maternalism tends to 
efface what were perhaps the most important roles that the PCCH ascribed to these women—their 
wifely roles as helpmates. 
The PCCH’s increasing emphasis on housewives can be glimpsed by reading the 
communist press. In its very first issue, published on August 31, 1940, the party newspaper El 
Siglo included a “Letter to the Working Woman.”150 The following month the newspaper 
published letters to the “peasant woman” and the “professional woman,” trying to reach a diverse 
female readership.151 Letters and articles addressed specifically to housewives only began to 
appear in October of that year. Soon, however, the housewife became one of the most important 
female targets of the newspaper, as can be deducted from the news published during November 
and December.152 More importantly, on December 22, 1940, El Siglo published for the first time 
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what became one of its longest-standing weekly sections, “The Woman and the Child,” later 
renamed “The Voice of the Woman” and “The Feminine Page.”153 The women’s section gained 
more space in El Siglo as the years went by. In April 1944, the newspaper proudly stated that the 
women’s section would now comprise a whole page of the Sunday edition: “A whole page for us 
and the kids! It is the first daily in Santiago that takes us into account in such a generous way. A 
whole page!”154 The inclusion of a section of these characteristics was quite an innovation in the 
publishing tradition of the PCCH. Frente Popular, the communist daily published before El Siglo, 
had nothing resembling a women’s section. 
El Siglo never stopped publishing calls for working, professional, or peasant women to 
organize, but its most regular feature addressing women’s issues became in practice the fashion, 
sewing, cooking, and parenting advice of the women’s section. The women’s section struggled to 
transform women into efficient housewives and informed mothers. To quote the closing paragraph 
of a piece published in June 1942: “The woman cannot forget that the home is a true laboratory, 
where the characters, the customs, the health, and, in a word, the lives of the men and women of 
the future are modeled, and she cannot forget that the responsibility of a woman in the task of 
running this laboratory is unlimited… She does not need to become a slave of the family, but she 
                                                 
casa denuncia abusos de industriales de panadería”; El Siglo, December 13, 1940, p. 7, “Dueñas de casa de Barrio 
Independencia realizarán un comicio esta noche para pedir abaratamiento de subsistencias”; El Siglo, December 20, 
1940, p. 6, “Dueñas de casa están decididas a detener el complot de la vida cara”; El Siglo, December 25, 1940, p. 6, 
“Dueñas de casa van a la vanguardia en la lucha contra los lanzamientos”; El Siglo, December 29, 1940, p. 7, “Activa 
labor despliega comité de dueñas de casa de la 8ª comuna.” 
153 El Siglo, December 22, 1940, p. 4, “La mujer y el niño.” 
154 El Siglo, April 23, 1944, “Aquí tienen la gran sorpresa.” The PCCH also launched a couple of women’s magazine 
in the 1940s, but these publishing initiatives closed after a few issues. The PCCH only met with some success decades 
later, when it published the women’s magazines Mirada (1959-1961) and Paloma (1972-1973). Paloma counted with 
support from the Popular Unity government. 
91 
 
does have to be conscious of her duty and fulfill it in the best possible way.”155 As this excerpt 
suggests, housewives were assigned roles typical of modern motherhood, nurturing and educating 
future generations of citizens—in this case, communists.156 
El Siglo intended to politicize housewives and often called them to go beyond the home 
into the public sphere. During municipal elections, for example, the women’s section combined 
womanly advice with calls to register in the electoral rolls and vote for the communist candidates. 
The emphasis on political struggles did not imply a revolutionary understanding of domestic 
arrangements, however. The takeaway of some of the pieces published in the women’s section is 
that families had to present a united front in elections, even if they might be experiencing domestic 
problems. This can be appreciated in Judit’s “Letter to Our Female Readers,” a column published 
regularly in the women’s section between January 1944 and June 1946. Judit used her column on 
a couple of occasions to distinguish political “struggles” (luchas) from family “fights” (peleas). 
While the former were necessary and praiseworthy, the latter were not. Judit explained that if a 
woman went out of the house on Election Day to vote for the communist candidate, she was 
helping the anti-fascist cause and struggling against the Nazis. On the contrary, “if you remain at 
home weeping for having fought with your compañero because he said the coffee was bad and you 
thought it was good—well, then you are doing a stupid thing, you are committing a crime, a 
treason.”157 
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A more common tactic was to call housewives to organize around issues that, the party 
leadership thought, fell within the purview of women, such as food and housing. Since Chile lacked 
a strong social movement that mobilized around issues of consumption, the PCCH tried to organize 
new associations to advocate for lower food and housing prices, while supporting the existing 
ones. El Siglo encouraged women to protest against rising prices by publishing hundreds of news 
articles on the matter, using headlines such as “Housewife: [Go] to the Street to Defend Your 
Children’s Bread” and “Housewives are at the vanguard of the struggle against the evictions.”158 
These calls to action had mixed effects as well. Although the purpose of these articles was to make 
housewives aware of the world that surrounded their homes and encourage them to engage in 
collective action, they could also make women think that the home was their primary space of 
action. The calls to action were themselves quite ambiguous. Take the case of milk as discussed 
in another of Judit’s “Letter to Our Female Readers.” Noticing the milk shortages and the excessive 
prices that prevented women from buying it, Judit asked: “What is to be done?” The answer lay in 
a combination of short-term solutions—to transform condensed milk into regular milk—and long-
term solutions—to join the National Committee to Lower the Cost of Provisions. The problem is 
that the piece discussed short-term solutions at much greater length than long-term ones. Collective 
action was important, but even more important was coming up with practical solutions in the 
kitchen.159 
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The newspaper’s treatment of sewing offers an illustrative example of the unresolved 
tension between defining women as housewives and trying to pull them out of the domestic sphere 
into the public realm. Besides giving practical sewing advice and publishing sewing patterns, the 
female editors in charge of the women’s section organized a sewing course that took place in the 
newspaper’s headquarters. The course seems to have been welcomed by the participants. The 
students of one of the first cohorts sent a letter of acknowledgment: “We now look to the future 
with hope because we have this background of knowledge that will allow us to make an honest 
living or help our folks.” The key term here is “or.” While some women might have entered the 
sewing course to learn a marketable skill, others sought to apply this skill to domestic ends. This 
letter and others capture the bifurcated nature of El Siglo’s course of sewing, vocational school 
and craft class at once.160 
The real problem is not that the women’s section’s treatment of sewing taught women a 
skill that could potentially confine them to the domestic sphere, but that the editors of the women’s 
section considered sewing a particularly appropriate task for women precisely because of this 
reason. Nowhere is this more evident than in the answer the editors gave to a mender—a skilled 
weaver who reconstructs the pattern in damaged cloth—who sent a letter asking for advice. This 
mender explained to the editors that she was considering the possibility of sending her two children 
to a boarding school. She needed to make this difficult decision “to be relieved from my home 
duties and be able to work.” The female editors’ answer was straightforwardly negative: “We 
absolutely do not agree with your decision. We have always said that children are much better in 
                                                 
160 El Siglo, January 20, 1946, p. 4, “Agradecimientos recibidos de las alumnas de nuestro curso de costura.” See, also, 
El Siglo, December 29, 1946, “El curso de costura y sus alumnas.” Sewing advice abounded in the women’s section. 
There is little direct evidence that sewing advice generated controversy among communist women. The politically 
active women who challenged the content of the women’s section tended to focus their attacks on fashion. 
94 
 
their homes than in a boarding school.” They argued that a mender “could perfectly work from 
home, since her services are in high demand.” They even went so far as to publish the letter writer’s 
address along with her letter—something the newspaper rarely did—“in case any reader wants to 
send her an order.”161 For all its praises of working women and its appeals to women to reclaim a 
space in public life, the communist newspaper sometimes advised women to sacrifice their 
economic potential in order to run their households and raise their children properly. Women were 
assigned an important role in the PCCH, but in the rearguard, taking care of the home, raising 




“The good will of the hosts compañeros allowed the reunion to last until ten in the 
evening,” reads one of the pieces on a particularly successful barbecue organized by the 
communists of Puerto Natales, whose rich social life has been mentioned in the previous section. 
The PCCH’s local communist newspaper in Puerto Natales described the barbecue in enthusiastic 
terms and went on to describe the activities that took place after eating: “There were dances, 
singing, and recitations, the little girl Gladia Oyarzún standing out in recitation.”162 The following 
pages analyze the participation of children of communists in social and political activities 
organized by the PCCH. The emphasis is on the symbolic function played by these children and 
the publicity they enjoyed in the press. Parties from across the political spectrum—but especially 
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those of the left—publicly displayed children’s bodies to muster support. These poster children 
symbolize the purity of the cause. Children, especially girls, stood up for innocence and 
righteousness. Communist children’s artistic performances in social events—whether dancing, 
singing, or reciting—lent a cloak of respectability to a previously illegal revolutionary 
organization, still composed mainly of low-educated citizens. These children’s engagement in 
public demonstrations made anti-fascism—and, starting in 1941, the defense of the Soviet 
Union—seem like a moral imperative. 
The previous section studied the cozy environment that characterized communist 
sociability. Here, the focus is on the performative dimension of these social events. Nowhere does 
this dimension come out more clearly than in the veladas culturales, or cultural soirées. The anti-
fascist cultural soirée of the 1930s and 1940s is somewhat of an institution in itself. The cultural 
soirées organized by the PCCH during these decades drew on the humanistic rhetoric of anti-
fascism and the epic of the Spanish Civil War and World War II, which captured the hearts of 
Chileans of all social classes and led many to join left-wing political organizations. Anti-fascist 
rhetoric, underpinned by the clever fusion of art and popular protest, left a deep imprint on the 
Chilean left. The popular front was not only an electoral coalition or even a social movement, but 
also a framework within which a democratic popular culture emerged. As cultural historians 
elsewhere have argued, this was a period when artists and intellectuals rubbed shoulders with 
activists and workers.163 In Chile, the PCCH seduced some of the greatest artists and intellectuals 
of the era, such as the poet Pablo Neruda and the savant Alejandro Lipschutz. Still today, the PCCH 
                                                 
163 See, e.g., Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth Century, New 
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likes to present itself as “the Party of Recabarren and Neruda,” which is to say, “[the Party] of 
work and culture.”164 
A look into the cultural soirées organized by Punta Arenas’s Cell Nº 4—not far from the 
above-mentioned Puerto Natales—helps understand the symbolic importance of children in these 
events. Punta Arenas’s local communist newspaper advertised and published the programs of four 
soirées in the mid-1940s. These soirées started around nine-thirty in the evening, charged a three 
pesos admission fee, and were open to sympathetic outsiders. They included, almost always, a 
speech by a local leader, anthems played by a certain “maestro Mancilla’s orchestra,” and popular 
music played by the Arrieros del Sur, apparently a local band composed of party members. 
Children participated as singers of tunes, reciters of poems, and actors in comedies. The names of 
these songs, poems, and plays were not listed in the programs, but they probably resembled the 
songs, poems, and plays published in the communist press, where the tragedy of the Spanish Civil 
War and the heroism of the Soviet soldiers are recurrent motifs. While the Olavarría children sang 
in all four of these soirées, the Oyarzo, Trujillo, and Barra children sang in three of them. The 
Cabezas children were also very active in these soirées. They sang with their father in the first 
soirée and then performed separately in the three following ones: Juan recited poems while his 
sister Iris sang and danced. Lenina Navarro had just turned seven when she jumped onto the stage 
in October 1945 to perform a monologue in one of these soirées, as she did once again a few 
months later, in the last soirée advertised in Punta Arenas’s local communist newspaper. The fact 
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that children played leading roles in nearly half of the soirées’ activities speaks to their symbolic 
significance in popular-front sociability.165 
Besides participating in barbecues, cultural soirées, and other social events, children of 
communists sometimes accompanied their parents to activities of a more clearly political nature, 
such as electoral rallies and commemorations of the International Workers’ Day. Born in 1941, 
Humberto Arcos recalled attending several rallies in Valdivia while growing up. He said in his 
2013 memoirs: “My father was a local [communist] leader and he used to take us to all the mass 
meetings.”166 Born in 1937, Ferté Arriagada also recalled accompanying his father to mass 
meetings when he was growing up in the small city of Victoria. He said in his 2007 memoirs: “We 
campaigned in every election, whether [it was] for deputy, senator, president, or town councilor.” 
Arriagada expanded on the 1946 presidential campaign, the last presidential election of the 
popular-front era. When the popular-front candidate visited Victoria, Arriagada’s father—one of 
the three men in charge of the campaign in the city—took his children to the main square. 
Arriagada’s recollections help understand the performative dimension of children’s public political 
engagement. “We marched from the campaign’s headquarters, very close from our house, with a 
portrait [of the candidate] that was about two meters high and one meter fifty centimeters wide. 
My sister and I marched at each side of the portrait carrying [fake] wood carbines.”167 
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The PCCH was not the only political party that encouraged the participation of women and 
children in public demonstrations, notwithstanding the comments by American diplomats quoted 
at the beginning of this chapter. Both socialists and communists paraded with children from time 
to time. Particularly conspicuous was the participation of children’s brigades in some of these 
parades. These children dressed up in uniforms for the occasion. The creation of children’s 
brigades and the use of uniforms illustrate the left-wing parties’ interest in encouraging greater 
child participation and channeling this participation through institutional frameworks, but the 
success of these parties should not be overstated. The Socialist Party’s children’s brigades, for 
example, were rarely mentioned in the socialist press during the 1940s, and, as will be explained 
below, the PCCH did not even have a formal Pioneer movement during this decade.168 
Most children present in public demonstrations seem to have come to these events in 
company of their politically active parents, not marching alongside other children in organized 
groups. Humberto Arcos’s and Ferté Arriagada’s recollections certainly suggest so. So does, in a 
way, Fresia Gravano, who grew up in a left-leaning, nitrate-mining town and participated in public 
activities from an early age, often accompanied by her siblings and other children. Gravano did 
join a children’s group, linked to her town’s nitrate miners’ union, and she mentioned being 
inspired by the speeches of nitrate union leaders in her recollections, but parental influence is hard 
to downplay. “Back then,” she wrote in an autobiographical piece published in 1972, “my father 
was president of the Democratic Party of Chile [in the nitrate-mining town where we lived], and 
he managed to convince the majority of the party membership to support González Videla [in the 
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1946 presidential elections]… We used to walk behind him in the parades carrying flags and 
signs!”169 
The PCCH fomented children’s activism by requesting their collaboration in a variety of 
anti-fascist campaigns, which received extensive coverage in the communist press. Frente 
Popular, the communist daily whose name heralded the beginning of the popular-front years, 
organized several campaigns to collect money and supplies to help the Republicans in the Spanish 
Civil War. In one of these campaigns, the newspaper called its followers to bring cigarettes to be 
shipped to Republican soldiers in the trenches. Frente Popular published several articles about 
children—mostly girls—bringing cigarettes to the newspaper’s headquarters. Photos and letters 
that highlighted these children’s contribution often accompanied these articles. The issue of April 
8, 1938 included a picture of the girl Natacha Bañados. On April 26, 1938, the newspaper 
published a picture of América Godoy, the young daughter of “the well-known working-class 
leader don Higinio Godoy.” América Godoy’s somewhat unusual first name allowed the editors 
to declare in the caption: “América is with Spain.”170 Seven-year-old Urcanda Salinas and 
Georgina Castillo brought 407 packets of cigarettes to the newspaper’s headquarters and a letter—
probably penned by their parents—that read: “We, who are small but have big hearts because we 
are communists, send this number of cigarettes to the Spanish soldier and beg you, brother soldier, 
to carry on and crush the fascist soldiers.” As this letter suggests, the participation of these children 
was often stimulated, if not guided, by their politically committed parents.171 
                                                 
169 El Siglo, January 23, 1972, p. 7 revista, “Jugábamos a imitar los discursos de los dirigentes.” 
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The importance of paternal influences in children’s activism can be glimpsed in the press 
coverage of the campaigns promoted by the PCCH during World War II. In the second half of 
1941, for example, the party led a campaign to collect money and ship a cargo of copper and nitrate 
to the Soviet Union. The communist daily El Siglo praised the contributions of children, and gave 
them ample coverage in its pages. Revealingly, almost every case of a child contributing to the 
campaign that featured in the newspaper bore the mark of paternal influence. On August 24, four-
year-old Claudio Raffo came to the newspaper’s headquarters to donate ten pesos and forty 
centavos. His blind working-class father had given him the ten pesos and his mother had to bring 
him to the newspaper’s headquarters holding his hand because he feared encountering Germans in 
his journey. When asked why he was contributing money to help the Soviet soldiers, the child 
replied: “Because my dad says that they are very brave and that they defend us.”172 The next week, 
the young Alemany siblings donated ten pesos. Juana and Claudio Alemany came to the 
newspaper’s headquarters under the guidance of their older sister Berta. Juana explained to the 
journalists: “Dad always tells us about the current struggle between the Soviet people and the 
bandits. We came up with the idea of saving the money that they [our parents] give us every 
Sunday to go to the movies and bring it to you, so that it could be used to help the USSR.” Six-
year-old Claudio then explained that he planned to keep saving money and donate again. Berta 
laughed, but the journalist endorsed Claudio’s plan: “Today’s children are conscious of their acts, 
and with the seriousness of a man, little Claudio has outlined a plan to support the USSR.”173  
                                                 
un cigarrillo… ¡Hágalo!”; Frente Popular, April 8, 1938, p. 11, “Los niños se disputan el honor de depositar cigarrillos 
para el soldado español.” 
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In following months, contributions by children continued to be praised in the communist 
daily. On October 28, for example, El Siglo congratulated the “sons of the well-known working-
class fighter José Barrera” for setting an example: Dagoberto, aged twelve, collected bones and 
glasses; Sergio, aged ten, sold doughnuts after school; and, Vladimir, aged three, collected cans, 
clothes, and iron—all to earn money and help the Red Army.174 The next week Florinda Ibarra—
who lived in La Legua neighborhood, one of the working-class strongholds of the PCCH in 
Santiago’s San Miguel district—brought her three children to the newspaper’s headquarters to 
contribute to the campaign. Ibarra explained to the journalists that, by so doing, she was following 
her father’s example. “I wanted to pass on to my children the lesson my father taught me.” Ibarra’s 
father was an old communist miner from Chile’s north who had told her about the Soviet Union 
when she was younger. Ibarra’s oldest son donated ten pesos he had earned as a young cheese 
seller, whereas her two youngest sons had saved five pesos each by not eating ice creams.175 The 
campaign to ship a cargo to the Soviet Union ended a couple of days later. El Siglo published a 
special number celebrating the anniversary of the October Revolution and reporting about the 
shipment of the first cargo. In this special number the newspaper thanked children for the 
campaign’s success. According to the newspaper, the children’s contributions accounted for the 
majority of the money collected—a statement that is as difficult to corroborate as it is hard to 
swallow.176 
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The PCCH also used the politicized environment of World War II to stimulate the creation 
of so-called “children’s committees.” These were committees composed by a dozen children from 
the same neighborhood who organized activities against the fascist powers and in defense of the 
Soviet Union. Not long after the first campaign to ship a cargo to the USSR had ended, El Siglo 
began to report on the formation of several such organizations in different places in Santiago: the 
Bulnes neighborhood (November 15); the Fresia neighborhood (December 2); and El Noviciado 
(December 5). Other children’s committees were created in the nearby cities of San Antonio, Tiltil, 
and Batuco.177 These committees might have attracted children whose parents did not belong to 
the PCCH and exert some influence on their peers, but those who founded the committees were 
always children of communists. The aforementioned Barrera brothers formed the Bulnes 
neighborhood committee after their father had mentioned the idea at home. Dagoberto Barrera, the 
twelve-year-old president of the committee, explained to a left-wing journalist: “My father read in 
El Siglo about the formation of Committees, and commented on it at home. I became interested in 
organizing one… He gave us ideas about how to do it.”178 Thirteen-year-old Mafalda Gatica 
formed and presided over the Fresia neighborhood committee. Gatica lived in a neighborhood were 
the PCCH had a strong presence, and the list of the committee’s nine members includes three of 
her brothers—Raúl, Alberto, and Pedro.179 Local children’s committees were one of the few 
                                                 
of the funds raised. Lambe, Ariel Mae, “Cuban Antifascism and the Spanish Civil War: Transnational Activism, 
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institutions bringing children of communist parents together during these years, especially after 
the PCCH renounced the idea of forming a nationwide Pioneer movement. 
The PCCH did not have a stable, nationwide Pioneer movement during the 1930s and 
1940s, although the organization occasionally put together small groups of children for special 
events and sometimes termed these children “Pioneers.” It is not entirely clear why the PCCH 
renounced the idea of having a formal Pioneer movement, especially after having put so much 
effort into forming a movement of those characteristics in the mid-1920s.180 I would argue that the 
PCCH renounced the idea of having a Pioneer movement after the creation of its youth wing, the 
JJCC, in the early 1930s.181 The young communists’ organization made no specific requirements 
regarding the members’ age of admission, at least not during the years covered here. On the 
contrary, the JJCC welcomed the incorporation of children. The JJCC’s magazine Mundo Nuevo, 
for example, reproduced a letter written by an enthusiastic eleven-year-old boy from Valparaíso, 
René Riquelme, whose parents had authorized him to join the young communists’ organization, 
and who promised “to work to bring into the [Communist] Youth all my friends and all the kids in 
my neighborhood.”182 Nevertheless, the JJCC should not be mistaken for a Pioneer movement. 
The great majority of JJCC members were teenagers and young men and women in their early 
twenties, not children of Riquelme’s age. The conflation of children and young people in the same 
type of organization may help to explain why the PCCH failed to mobilize a greater number of 
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children during these years. A well-organized Pioneer movement emerged only in later decades, 
once the JJCC established a minimum age to join. 
El Siglo’s Children’s Club, which functioned between 1946 and 1947, was the closest thing 
to a nationwide communist children’s organization during the popular-front period. The club 
aimed to rally children behind the party’s newspaper while providing them with a space to entertain 
themselves—a weekly children’s section, to which children themselves contributed by sending 
drawings and writings. By May 1947, the club counted 358 members. The national appeal of the 
club should not be overemphasized. Roughly half of the members lived in the Province of 
Santiago, and the provinces of Aconcagua, Valparaíso, O’Higgins, and Colchagua—the closer 
ones to Santiago—accounted for a significant proportion of the other half.183 Like the children’s 
committees studied above, El Siglo’s Children’s Club appealed to children of both sexes: 184 
(51.40%) boys and 174 (48.60%) girls comprised the club. Many children joined the club together 
with their siblings, which leads one to believe that the home rather than the neighborhood or the 
school played the main role in bringing children into the club. Although it is impossible to 
determine the number of siblings who joined the club in big cities like Santiago or Valparaíso, the 
recurrence of surnames in smaller cities provides sufficient evidence of parental influence. Only 
two families accounted for the eight members the club had in the small city of Quinteros. In some 
mid-sized cities like San Fernando, Rancagua, and Viña del Mar, siblings of a few specific families 
also comprised the core of the membership.184 
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The PCCH tried to bring children together in committees and clubs—rather than strictly 
political organizations—to highlight the professed “non-political” nature of children’s activism. 
To a certain extent, this strategy resembled that of the JJCC, established in the early 1930s. 
Throughout its first decade and a half, the JJCC struggled to combine its eminently political task 
with a “youthful strategy” to attract the youth into the ranks of the organization. The JJCC tried 
out different methods to that end, such as organizing diverse social activities and forming clubs 
that catered to young people’s interests. The young communists of the late 1930s went so far as to 
entertain the possibility of transforming their entire political structure into an amalgam of sports 
clubs, cultural associations, study circles, and the like—an idea which they eventually 
relinquished.185 The statutes of the club of the JJCC in Santiago’s San Miguel district, published 
in the young communists’ magazine Mundo Nuevo to serve as a model to other clubs elsewhere, 
outlined the main characteristics of these clubs and the types of activities endorsed by the 
organization. San Miguel’s club had several departments organized along thematic axes—such as 
sports, culture, arts, and social events—or specific types of members—such as women and little 
children. The Little Children’s Department offered the club’s youngest members the opportunity 
to participate in an array of activities, from organizing a library to going on day trips.186 
Gender affected the way the JJCC understood the participation of young men and women. 
San Miguel’s club had no specific department for young men, perhaps because its leaders assumed 
that all the activities organized by the thematic departments would be appealing to them, but it 
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created a specific department for young women. As the statutes put it, “the club will have a 
Feminine Department, since it is difficult to organize the work of young women in common with 
that of young men, and young women face different problems than the compañeros. This 
Department will organize dressmaking, needlework, home economics, and childcare courses, 
among others.” Young women were literally set apart. Their department functioned in a separate 
office within the club’s headquarters.187 The department’s emphasis on housekeeping and fashion 
aligned with Mundo Nuevo’s editorial line. The young communists’ magazine sometimes include 
a section with fashion, sewing, and cooking advice for girls and young women—not very different 
from El Siglo’s women’s page.188  
Did participation in the social and political activities described above extend to a significant 
number of children of communists? I would argue that the participation of children of communists 
in these activities should not be overstated. The communist press promoted the formation of 
children’s committees and JJCC clubs, but these associations tended to have a small number of 
members and be short-lived. Even El Siglo’s Children’s Club, which spread its message through 
the party’s national newspaper, recruited only a small fraction of children of communists. A 
national children’s club of 358 members—as reported in May 1947—is quite small, given that by 
that time the PCCH had nearly a hundred thousand voters and perhaps as many as fifty thousand 
members. The participation of children in anti-fascist campaigns occupied a prominent place in 
the communist press, but the abundance of news articles on children is mostly due to their symbolic 
import. Children stood up for innocence and righteousness, and political parties and civic 
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organizations from across Chilean society claimed to speak on their behalf. The participation of 
children of communists in political rallies and demonstrations should not be exaggerated either. 
Humberto Arcos and Ferté Arriagada, to reiterate the examples mentioned above, were children 
of local party leaders, and it is safe to assume that leaders brought their children to these events 
more than the rank-and-file members did. 
Indicative of the small size of the circle of child activists is the recurrence of their names 
in the communist press and their concentration in specific neighborhoods and cities. Take the case 
of Mafalda Gatica, whose leading role in the formation of the Fresia neighborhood committee in 
1941 has been mentioned above. Gatica’s name came up again in the communist press in 1942 and 
1943. In February 1942, a few months after forming the Fresia neighborhood committee, she 
organized a funding campaign to help the Soviet Union. “The young son of the compañero Galo 
González,” Gregorio, an avid reader of the communist press and a former neighbor of hers, 
congratulated Gatica for her initiative in a well-written letter reproduced in the communist press.189 
In February 1943, Gatica made a contribution to the party newspaper and challenged two of her 
friends (“the young daughters of the compañeros Juan Guerra and Andrés Escobar”) to help the 
party newspaper by contributing as well.190 Little is known about Gatica’s parents, but the young 
neighbor who praised Gatica’s initiative and the two girls she challenged were all children of 
Central Committee members. The activism promoted by the PCCH sometimes yielded grownups 
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devoted to the cause—Gatica herself grew up to become a party functionary191—but the great 
majority of child activists were children of local leaders or well-known national leaders. Few 
children of rank-and-file members took to the streets by themselves. Wide voluntary participation 
of children of communists in public activities was an ideal not entirely realized in practice. 
 
Men, Women, and Children in Plaza Bulnes 
This last section studies the well-known but little-studied massacre of Plaza Bulnes, which 
eventually led to the division of the CTCH into a communist and a socialist faction and the 
weakening of the labor movement.192 The massacre took place on Monday, January 28, 1946, 
during the Alfredo Duhalde presidency. Vice President Duhalde had assumed office a few days 
earlier, replacing President Juan Antonio Ríos, whose health had severely deteriorated and who 
eventually died while in office. Duhalde cared little for the political alliance between his centrist 
Radical Party and the left. He suppressed the rights of two labor unions of nitrate workers on strike 
and sent military troops to quell labor unrest in the north. The CTCH, led by the PCCH and the 
Socialist Party, responded by calling to a nationwide strike and a mass meeting in Santiago’s Plaza 
Bulnes—not far from the presidential palace—to unite with the miners and defend union rights. 
 The CTCH called on workers to defend their rights by using the slogan “From Work to 
Plaza Bulnes.” The communist newspaper El Siglo and the left-wing tabloid Las Noticias Gráficas 
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reproduced this slogan as a headline in their front pages.193 This rallying cry linked what some 
scholars have called the two main loci of the constitution of the working class as a political force 
in Latin America: the plaza and the factory.194 The rallying cry might be read as a challenge not 
only to the Duhalde presidency but also to populist slogans that were calling workers elsewhere in 
Latin America to restrain from protesting publicly by going “from work to home and from home 
to work.”195 The CTCH called on workers to go to the public square and protest, instead of waiting 
in their homes for the government to act as it saw fit. Chilean workers needed to unite and defend 
the rights they had earned in nearly a decade of democratic politics and social mobilization.196 
Over two thousand workers followed the CTCH’s order and came to Plaza Bulnes to protest 
publicly. Since the judge handling the massacre tried to reconstruct the chain of events in the 
greatest detail, the court record, upon which the following analysis is based, is filled with 
testimonies of workers who explained how and when they arrived at the square. Although some 
workers came by themselves or with their political comrades, most workers arrived with their co-
workers and union comrades. Construction worker Juan Ahumada, for example, declared: “I 
arrived at Plaza Bulnes last January 28 at six in the evening, accompanied by some members of 
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San Miguel’s Sand Workers’ Union.” Domingo Olivares, who worked as a mechanic, arrived 
exactly an hour later with the members of his own union: “On last January 28, I gathered with my 
compañeros of the United Breweries Company’s Union to come to the Plaza Bulnes meeting.” 
Many other workers arrived in the same way between six and seven o’clock. A great number of 
them arrived marching through Alameda Street, under their unions’ banners. That was the case, 
for example, of carpenter Enrique Peñaloza: “I arrived at Plaza Bulnes at six thirty in the evening, 
carrying the banner of the Pork Packers’ Union, of which I am the President, [and] accompanied 
by several compañeros.” Or the case of foundry assistant Manuel Alvear: “In my capacity as 
member of the ‘Fundición Libertad’ Union, I attended the demonstration of Plaza Bulnes. About 
a hundred compañeros and I formed under our banner.”197 
Unions played a central role first in mobilizing workers toward the demonstration and then 
in providing workers with a reference point in the public square. Those workers who arrived by 
themselves looked for the members of their unions in the plaza, as the testimony of the President 
of the Electromán Union, René Duchens, makes clear: “About fifteen members of the union 
accompanied me to come [to Plaza Bulnes] together directly [from the union’s headquarters]. I 
estimate that many members of the union came by themselves, but almost all of us gathered in the 
Plaza.” Unions, with their leaders and banners, acted not only as entities that guided workers to 
the streets, but also as focal points in the public space.198 
Unfortunately, clashes between the police force and the demonstrators took place even 
before the speakers could deliver their speeches. The court record is full of mutual accusations 
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from demonstrators and policemen for starting the conflict. For reasons that are not entirely clear, 
the police used its manpower to try and create a corridor of unoccupied space in the middle of the 
square, which left most demonstrators cornered in somewhat small spaces to the southeast and 
southwest of the Bulnes statue. The available space for the audience kept diminishing as 
demonstrators continued to arrive at the square. In turn, the demonstrators tried to occupy the free 
corridor to gain space. The officers sent the mounted police to control the crowd and defend the 
corridor. The police on horseback charged into the demonstrators, showing no respect for their 
safety. Thus the battle began. The police used their clubs as weapons and the demonstrators used 
their political posters and union banners to defend themselves. A few demonstrators seem to have 
thrown stones as well. Eventually, a policeman began shooting and several others followed his 
lead, even though the officers tried to stop their subordinates. Police brutality resulted in six 
deaths—Adolfo Lisboa, Alejandro Gutiérrez, César Tapia, Filomeno Chávez, Manuel López, and 






Image 2: The massacre of Plaza Bulnes 




The list of injured demonstrators confirms the link between men and union activism 
discussed in Chapter 1. Table 1 shows the distribution of injured demonstrators according to sex 
and age. The sample suggests an overwhelmingly male attendance at the mass meeting: seventy-
nine (94.05%) out of eighty-four injured demonstrators were men. As for age, the sample suggests 
that the demonstrators were mostly adults: sixty-three (75%) out of eighty-one injured 
demonstrators—whose age is known to us—were between twenty-one and forty-five years old. 
Data on the occupation of these injured men also confirms the working-class nature of the protest. 
The great majority of them held blue-collar jobs. Very few held white-collar jobs. The abundance 
of certain type of workers—such as carpenters, electricians, plasterers, and mechanics—speaks to 
the crucial role specific unions played in bringing workers to the public square.199 
 
  
≤15 16-20 21-25 26-30 31-35 36-40 41-45 46-50 51-55 56-60 ≥61 N/D TOTAL 
MEN 
3 4 8 18 10 12 11 1 5 1 3 3 79 
WOMEN 
0 1 0 1 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 5 
TOTAL 
3 5 8 19 12 12 12 1 5 1 3 3 84 
Table 1: Distribution of injured demonstrators (Plaza Bulnes, January 28, 1946) 
Source: Causa Rol Nº 80-1946, Segundo Juzgado Militar de Santiago 
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In a court record full of testimonies of union leaders and injured male demonstrators for 
whom being a worker and being a man was almost the same thing, the few testimonies of working 
women are extremely valuable. Most of the female workers who attended the meeting seem to 
have been rather young, many of them still single. The most famous of these young female workers 
is obviously nineteen-year-old martyr Ramona Parra, one of the six fatal casualties, whose story 
will be discussed at greater length below. As a rule, the women who testified in court spent more 
time explaining the reasons behind their arrival at Plaza Bulnes, as if they were out of place. Take 
the testimony of twenty-six-year-old Inés Altamirano: “On last January 28 I agreed to come to the 
meeting that the CTCH was organizing for that evening in Plaza Bulnes with some of my 
coworkers in the Ferriloza factory, for we had been informed that therein would be raised the issue 
of the shortage of the raw materials needed in our industry, something that interested us a lot.” 
Altamirano seems to be trying to justify her presence in Plaza Bulnes in front of the judge, 
something few male witnesses felt the need to do. After all, to protest publicly was a legal, 
constitutionally sanctioned act, and the authorities had authorized the demonstration of Plaza 
Bulnes.200 
The women who attended the mass meeting not only had to justify their presence a 
posteriori in front of the judge, but also on the same day of the events in front of the police. 
Foreseeing that the square would become a battlefield and upholding gendered notions of battle 
that protected women from warfare, some policemen warned women to leave. Eighteen-year-old 
Isabel Carvajal, one of the few women injured during the confrontation, had planned to spend the 
evening in Plaza Bulnes with her female coworkers. Yet, when Carvajal and her coworkers had 
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just arrived at Plaza Bulnes, “a marshal told us that we better leave because ‘this smells bad,’” 
meaning he sensed something bad would happen. Carvajal was the only one of these working 
women who remained there: “my compañeras left.” A police officer of lesser rank advised 
nineteen-year-old seamstress Mercedes Fuentes roughly the same thing in a much more rude way. 
Fuentes explained to the judge that when she had tried to talk to a policeman, “he answered me 
‘that I should better go to bed,’ making rude gestures.” This uncivil policeman seemed to believe 
that Fuentes’s presence in the public square was unwarranted and that she should have remained 
in her proper place—the house’s most intimate room.201 
Iris Figueroa was not welcomed either. Figueroa was then a very active young communist 
who liked to exercise her right to protest publicly. In the following decades, she became an 
important communist leader, and one might wonder whether her presence in Plaza Bulnes added 
to her political capital—the PCCH made sure to commemorate the massacre and especially its 
single female martyr, Ramona Parra, in later decades. Figueroa served as councilwoman for San 
Miguel and was elected member of the PCCH’s central committee sometime in the 1960s. During 
the events of Plaza Bulnes, when things started to get heated, Figueroa criticized one of the 
mounted police officers for his lack of respect towards the demonstrators. The officer replied with 
a threat. “[H]e answered me by saying that he knew me well and had seen me in this sort of 
demonstrations, and that I [had better] be very careful.” Figueroa’s frequent challenges to public 
order and her transgressions of gender conventions led to this officer’s threat. In the eyes of this 
policeman, public affairs were still a men’s business.202 
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To study the protest of Plaza Bulnes from the perspective of the labor movement is not 
telling the whole story. The following pages go beyond the world of labor to bring to the surface 
the variety of actors who attended this mass meeting. Besides male and female workers, stay-at-
home wives and children of workers also came to the plaza to protest publicly against the 
government. They were undoubtedly a minority among the demonstrators, counted in the hundreds 
rather than the thousands. Nevertheless, I would argue that the proportion of women and children 
who attended the meeting is grossly underrepresented in the lists of victims. 
The court record substantiates the claim that stay-at-home wives and children were present 
in the plaza. The list of injured civilians analyzed above includes nine-year-old Tulio Montero and 
eleven-year-old Remigio Rojas, for example. Testimonies of witnesses show that the presence of 
children in the plaza became a source of concern due to the unusually belligerent attitude of the 
police. Take the testimonies of communist congressmen Carlos Rosales and Salvador Ocampo. 
Deputy Rosales explained to the judge that he had witnessed two mounted policemen attacking a 
group of women; “I grabbed the bridle of one of the horses to prevent it from running over a minor 
that happened to be passing there in that moment.” Senator Ocampo declared that on the day of 
the events he was talking with his colleague Bernardo Araya in the speakers’ platform “when a 
[male] worker arrived with a six- or seven-year-old boy in his arms, telling us that the police had 
hit the boy.” The police had therefore broken the tenuous peace agreement forged between the 
state and the workers during the popular-front years. The most concrete proof of this breach was 
the violence exercised against children, women, and the speakers.203 
                                                 
203 “Sumario…,” fs 34-35, 639-640. One of the key incidents that sparked the confrontation between the police and 
the demonstrators was an attack on communist deputy Andrés Escobar, who was hit by policemen when he was 
protesting in front of their superiors. Escobar started bleeding copiously. According to Orlando Millas, who witnessed 
these events and situated them in the proper context in his memoirs, attacks of this nature against representatives of 
the workers and the left had been common during the Alessandri administration, “but they had never occurred again 
since December 24, 1938,” when the first of the popular-front presidents assumed office. Orlando Millas, Memorias. 
117 
 
The court record includes the depositions of three relatives of two of the citizens killed: 
Olga Schlenkert, the wife of Filomeno Chavez; Aurelia Alarcón, the mother of Ramona Parra; and 
Olga Parra, the oldest sister of Ramona Parra. All of these witnesses attended the mass meeting 
accompanied by little children. Olga Schlenkert, a thirty-four-year-old housewife, began her 
statement as follows: “On Monday, January 28, my husband, our six-year-old daughter, and I 
arrived at Plaza Bulnes with all the compañeros of the District Nº 9 of the Communist Party.” 
Aurelia Alarcón, a fifty- or sixty-something mother of three, began her statement as follows: “I 
estimate that I arrived at Plaza Bulnes at about a quarter past seven in the evening on last January 
28, accompanied by my granddaughter Diñora Huidobro Parra [sic], seven years old, with the 
purpose of witnessing the rally. I met with my husband in the square, but during the demonstration 
it was not possible for me to see my daughter Ramona. Nor did I see the other two: Olga and Flor.” 
Olga Parra, the daughter of Aurelia Alarcón and herself a mother, began her statement as follows: 
“On last January 28 I arrived at Plaza Bulnes about a quarter to seven in the evening with a young 
son of mine, and I stood next to the fountain that is in the middle of Alameda Street, in front of the 
plaza.” These excerpts make clear that the testimonies of injured workers and union leaders quoted 
above only tell half the story.204 
These testimonies also provide an explanation for the scarcity of housewives and little 
children in the lists of victims—the gender dynamics of social protest and police repression in mid-
century Chile. The testimonies of Schlenkert and Alarcón are telling. Schlenkert became frustrated 
when the mounted police arrived at the plaza and began to push the audience disrespectfully. “Due 
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to this,” she explained in her testimony, “my little daughter and I moved away towards the direction 
of the [Continental] Theatre. In the middle of the chaos, and fearing [that] the situation [might] 
become worse, I begged my husband Filomeno Chávez Villalobos to follow us, but he thought 
nothing would happen and got lost in the crowd. When I was coming back to look for him, the 
police began shooting, so I ran towards my child amidst the bullets that whistled and broke the 
windows of the cars parked in front of the Continental Theatre.” Schlenkert’s reminiscences about 
the frantic last moments she shared with her husband speak volumes of the way in which politically 
committed families reacted when things got tough. Her words show that men stood up and faced 
the police while women took care of themselves and the children. Alarcón’s testimony backs this 
point: “There was a moment when the police on horseback began to run over the demonstrators 
and I had to climb over a bench to avoid being run over by a horse. In that moment my husband 
demanded me to leave, which I immediately did. When I got into the bus, I heard the shots.”205 As 
these excerpt indicate, working men defended their labor rights by confronting the police, while 
their wives stayed in the rear, guarding the children. Violence was men’s business. 
When they brought their children with them, even the most courageous and vociferous 
women retreated. The case of Ana González, the so-called “troublemaker” whose wedding was 
examined at the beginning of this chapter, suggests that motherhood had an impact on all kinds of 
women. González continued to be politically active after marrying in 1944, but her new roles as a 
wife and a mother led her to reassess the extent of her participation in mass meetings and the risks 
she was willing to take. González came to the Plaza Bulnes meeting with her toddler. She 
mentioned in another 2009 oral-history interview: “That day, since I lived so close, I took my little 
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daughter and put her in the pram… and I went to Plaza Bulnes.” González recalled a square packed 
with demonstrators and an unusually large number of threatening police officers. This led a male 
comrade to warn her about the potential conflict. He recommended her to step back from the 
turmoil. González complied and moved to the nearby gardens. “And there I was when the bullets 
suddenly began.” A very determined communist woman and a friend of Ramona Parra, González’s 
fate could have been very different had she been a few years younger or had she attended the 
protest on her own. Motherhood and comradely advice probably saved her. “And so I could tell 
you that I am a survivor of the massacre, my child and I.”206 
The communist press provides further insight to study the presence of women and children 
in Plaza Bulnes. To a certain extent, subtle changes in rhetorical emphasis made this somewhat 
easier. On the day of the protest, El Siglo called its male readers to go “from work to Plaza Bulnes,” 
praising the unions that had assured their attendance at the demonstration and urging undecided 
workers to step up. Soon after the massacre, the PCCH deployed a discourse of victimhood that 
stressed police violence against defenseless women and children. On January 29, El Siglo’s front 
page article described the demonstration as “a motley crowd of men, women who carried little 
children in their arms, and young people of both sexes.”207 The newspaper also reported on eight-
year-old Luis Lobos, who suffered minor injuries and whose name is not included in the lists of 
injured demonstrators analyzed above.208 Commemorating the first anniversary of the massacre on 
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January 28, 1947, the same newspaper summed up the brutality of the repression in the following 
terms: “Workers were pushed and shoved, children were beaten up, and women were insulted.”209 
Interestingly, the only woman among the fatal casualties, Ramona Parra, became the most famous 
martyr—the names of the five men killed eventually faded into oblivion. 
The communist press also helps to study gender dynamics. Not long after the massacre, El 
Siglo reported on César Tapia, another communist fatality. His story illuminates the family 
arrangements that facilitated male political activism. Tapia was an old-time communist. A former 
union leader in the mines of Inca de Oro and Potrerillos, he was expelled from Potrerillos after a 
strike. He eventually migrated to Santiago, where he became a member of the PCCH’s regional 
body. However, he had a difficult time paying for housing in the capital, and his wife and four 
children had to go back to Inca de Oro to live with his relatives. Tapia sent for his wife a few weeks 
before the massacre. He had just found a place for the whole family to stay in Santiago. “I had 
already prepared my trip for the [next] Saturday,” the widow told El Siglo. “I never thought I 
would have to move my departure date forward to receive his remains. He did not see his children 
again.” Tapia’s father accompanied the widow on this difficult trip and stood by her side during 
the interview with El Siglo’s journalist. While Tapia’s widow expanded on the family tragedy, 
Tapia’s father delivered the political message. He said that mining companies did not respect 
workers’ rights. He then called for the formation of a left-wing cabinet that included the PCCH.210 
El Siglo also reported on twenty-eight-year-old Juana Fuentealba, the widow of Manuel 
López, another communist killed in the events of that day. López worked in a small key shop in 
                                                 
209 El Siglo, January 28, 1947, p. 3, “Masacre, paro general, funerales: Días apretados de lucha y dolor.” 
210 El Siglo, February 4, 1946, p. 5, “Con 5 hijos pequeños y en completo abandono queda la viuda del obrero César 
René Tapia.” On Tapia and his family, see also El Siglo, February 2, 1946, p. 4, “René Tapia, un obrero que vivió y 
murió al servicio del proletariado”; El Siglo, February 9, 1946, p. 2, “Comunistas visitaron a la viuda de René Tapia.” 
121 
 
Santiago and lived in the working-class Acevedo neighborhood, where he presided over the 
neighborhood association. He arrived at Plaza Bulnes with his wife and neighbors. Fuentealba told 
El Siglo that the demonstrators had not aggravated the police and that her husband did not even 
have something with which to defend himself. When he was shot, Fuentealba added, “we 
desperately begged him to let us pull him out from there. He protested [and] didn’t allow it. On 
the contrary, he commanded us [to struggle]. You know what he told us? I will never forget it: 
‘Struggle, compañeros!’” The tragic experiences of these couples show that husbands were usually 
the most politically active of the two, but that wives enabled male political activism. Some wives, 
like Tapia’s widow, took care of the children while their husbands engaged themselves in politics 
and attended mass meetings. Others, like López’s widow, occasionally joined their politically 
active husbands in these mass meetings. Still others, like Chávez’s widow, attended these mass 
meetings with their husbands as full members of the PCCH and took care of the children in the 
plaza.211 
The case of the only female fatal victim, young communist martyr Ramona Parra, deserves 
to be examined in greater detail. Ramona was only one of the many Parras that attended the mass 
meeting on January 28. Indeed, the entire Parra family was in Plaza Bulnes that day: the father 
Manuel, the mother Aurelia, and the three sisters, Olga, Flor, and Ramona. The Parras arrived 
individually and in small groups. The father and the mother arrived separately, but they met in the 
plaza. Olga arrived with her oldest child and, probably, her husband. She did not mention her 
husband in her brief court testimony, but she recalled being with him in the surroundings of the 
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plaza in a press interview decades later. It is not entirely clear whether Flor and Ramona arrived 
with their comrades of the JJCC or their coworkers of Laboratorios Recalcine—a pharmaceutical 
company led by a sympathetic Jewish industrialist, where many left-wing women worked—
although Ramona seems to have spent most of her time in the plaza with her political comrades.212 
The Parras lived in the working-class district of San Miguel, one of the strongholds of the 
PCCH in Santiago. The father worked as a bread delivery man and the mother stayed at home. The 
father was both a communist and a Catholic. The mother was also a Catholic. Whether she 
belonged to the PCCH is unclear. She seems to have been a stay-at-home wife who only 
sporadically participated in mass meetings like the one at Plaza Bulnes. Her daughter Olga recalled 
in a 1972 press interview: “My mother never went to the demonstrations, but that day she decided 
to go.” The non-politicized childhood of the Parra sisters adds an important qualification to the 
excessively political portrayal of childhood by the communist press, discussed in the previous 
section. The Parra daughters were never child activists. They were not precisely cradle communists 
either, if this is understood as an automatic transmission of political identities at home. Educated 
in a Catholic primary school, the Parra sisters grew up with conflicting views about communism. 
Whereas their father was both a communist and a Catholic, the Catholic schooling received by the 
Parra sisters made a clear distinction between the gospel of Christ and that of Lenin. Olga, the 
oldest of the three sisters, explained in the 1972 press interview: “We, the Parra sisters, were young 
anti-communist Catholics, and we always fought with our father, who was a member of the 
[Communist] Party.” Ramona even entertained the idea of emulating her teachers and becoming a 
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nun. Her mother was against this idea. She decided that Ramona should study in a co-ed secondary 
school and date boys before making a decision. 
The father did not directly try to impose his political views upon his daughters, but he put 
them in contact with young communists, hoping these young communists could change his 
daughters’ minds. Olga told the journalist who interviewed her in 1972: “One day, my father, 
having a good eye for these things, invited some young members to the house. And, that way, 
talking with them, we began to form links with the [Communist] Youth—my sister Flor, Ramona, 
and I.” The JJCC soon became a critical space of social interaction for the young Parra sisters. 
Before formally joining, the three sisters began to participate in a variety of activities organized 
by the JJCC, “from organizing parties to going out at night to do graffiti [with political slogans].” 
Olga spoke in plural when remembering this period of youthful activism, a grammatical choice 
that seems justified given the fact that she participated in these activities together with her sisters. 
The JJCC’s rhetoric of fraternity had a very literal meaning to the Parra sisters, all of whom 
received their membership cards in the same ceremony. Olga recalled: “On January 15, 1944, at a 
party at Los Naranjos’s country house, they gave the three of us our cards.”213 The JJCC played 
the leading part in the politicization of the Parra sisters, but the parts played by their parents in the 
steps that led to this process—the mother who opposed the religious vocation of Ramona, the 
father who put the three sisters in touch with young communists—should be borne in mind.214 
The two youngest Parra sisters, Ramona and Flor, became very active in the JJCC the 
following years, much more than their sister Olga, who was about a decade older and had greater 
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domestic responsibilities. Olga claimed that, on the eve of Plaza Bulnes’s tragic events, Ramona 
told her: “You better not go because there will be a ruckus, and you already have other 
responsibilities. You have to take care of your son and your husband.”215 Flor and Ramona 
attended many rallies and activities together, so much so that contemporaries tend to recall both of 
them as a single unit. When remembering the massacre of Plaza Bulnes in 1981, for example, party 
leader Américo Zorrilla told a communist journalist that he had met Ramona Parra back then, 
adding: “You could often see her around the Party’s headquarters or around the [party’s] 
newspaper’s headquarters, almost always with her sister. One light skinned and the other brown. 
They caught everyone’s attention.”216 Young communist leader Samuel Riquelme, who ended up 
marrying a coworker and friend of the Parra sisters, also referred to the two youngest Parra sisters 
as a single unit in an interview with the same communist journalist, several decades later. Flor and 
Ramona, he remembered, came up with the idea to involve the female workers of Laboratorios 
Recalcine in some of the activities organized by the JJCC.217 The activism of the two sisters led to 
confusion on the day of the massacre. The information that circulated immediately after the 
shootings said that Flor, not Ramona, had been killed. This was the news their sister Olga first 
received, and the initial list of victims drafted by the authorities included Flor’s name instead of 
Ramona’s.218 
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The Parras remained within the orbit of the PCCH during the months that followed the 
massacre. The young communists’ magazine Mundo Nuevo—which contributed to transforming 
Ramona Parra into a symbol of the JJCC—published news about Ramona’s mother and Ramona’s 
sister Flor throughout 1946.219 Nevertheless, the resilience of communist networks and the 
embeddedness of the Parra sisters in these networks should not be overemphasized. By the time 
of the 1972 interview with Olga, none of the Parras was politically active or remained within the 
orbit of the PCCH. The journalists who interviewed Olga in 1972 said that they had to do “a long 
investigation to find her.” Olga kept good memories of her experience as a young communist, but 
the way she spoke about those years suggests that she had given up political activism for good. 
Besides this interview, I have been unable to find other references to Olga or Flor in the communist 
press after 1947, when the anti-communist persecution led by President González Videla started. 
It is unlikely that Flor kept rising in the party’s hierarchy. Most likely, the two surviving Parra 
sisters abandoned political activism during the years of political persecution that ensued, given the 
higher personal costs of activism, the destructive consequences of political infighting, and the need 
to take care of their families. If that is indeed the case, the Parra sisters were following the steps 
of other Chilean women who, after having been politically active in their youth, retreated to the 
domestic realm. 
 
                                                 
219 See Mundo Nuevo, February 2, 1946, p. 2, “$100 para ‘Mundo Nuevo’ dio madre de Ramona Parra”; Mundo Nuevo, 
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The anti-communist persecution unleashed by President González Videla in 1947, which 
will be analyzed in the following chapter, put a halt to the public activities organized by the PCCH. 
Nevertheless, communism did not disappear from the public eye for long. Communists insisted on 
their way of demonstrating once González Videla left office. On Sunday morning, January 25, 
1953, for example, the PCCH staged a public demonstration in a theater to welcome the returning 
delegates to the Beijing and Vienna peace conferences. This rally was “witnessed discreetly by a 
completely bilingual member of the [American] Embassy staff,” who helped draft a lengthy report 
on the “communist techniques in organizing such rallies.” The report focused on the youth groups 
that acted as claques and the way the speakers built the course of the ceremonies toward a climax, 
but it also noted: “There were a great many unaccompanied women of the lower classes who had 
brought small children with them and there was also, very noticeably, a high percentage of family 
groups.”220 
The presence of family groups was a standard feature of the public demonstrations 
organized by the PCCH in the ensuing years. Notwithstanding the American diplomats’ tendency 
to exaggerate, women and children always remained a minority in these demonstrations, and they 
rarely attracted the attention of onlookers, the press, or even the American embassy. Everyone, 
however, including the PCCH, was rightly surprised in December 1971, when thousands of women 
took to the streets to protest against the Salvador Allende administration banging empty pots and 
pans. The cacerolazos, as these demonstrations came to be known, became a continuous source of 
concern and embarrassment for the Allende government, which failed to cope with hyperinflation. 
                                                 
220 “Overt Communist Activities,” Despatch from Embassy Santiago to Secretary of State, February 5, 1953, Record 
Group 59 (Records of the Department of State), Decimal Files, 1950-1954, Box 3316, National Archives II. 
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The patriarchal underpinnings of the left’s understanding of politics and public protest are apparent 
in the discussion the cacerolazos sparked. Most left-wing commentators thought that the women 
protesting against Allende were merely pawns of their right-wing husbands, and many ridiculed 
these men for hiding behind their wives. Fernando Rivas, a columnist in the crypto-communist 
tabloid Puro Chile, considered the tactic to be unmanly and cowardly. Women had taken to the 
streets before, he mentioned in a column published a few days before the 1973 coup. “But, and 
here is the ‘but,’ when women go to the street to protest, to shout, or whatever, they should go 
WITH men, not INSTEAD of men.” Rivas’s words reveal the limits of the PCCH’s culture of 
political engagement. “Neither loud-mouthed biddies who go out to provoke [the government] 
while their husbands hide [at home], nor domestic servants who stand aside from the struggle, 
[but] compañeras who march alongside us—those are the women we admire and respect.”221 
The dissertation’s first two chapters studied the development of the communist political 
culture in popular-front Chile by examining two distinct, yet related, initiatives: one, the party’s 
attempt to redefine the contours of politics to include private affairs and instill domestic habits in 
its male membership; the other, the party’s attempt to build an inclusive public culture and 
encourage greater female participation. Both initiatives faced great obstacles and achieved only 
limited success. Communist men had their own ideas about the scope of politics, and domesticity 
played only a minor role in their self-understanding as men. Many of them were also reluctant to 
bring their wives to public activities, and their wives were not very attracted by the prospect of 
participating in communist politics. Perhaps the greatest obstacles emanated from the PCCH itself. 
The party leadership lacked the political will to bring about significant change and live by its own 
                                                 




creed. It chastised male party members when the organization’s public reputation was at risk, but 
it showed little interest in transforming them into good husbands. It also showed little interest in 
challenging the domestic arrangements that structured public life, believing that married 
communist men would devote themselves more fully to party activities if their wives took care of 
the home. Rather than dismantling the gendered assumptions underlying Chile’s liberal 
democracy, popular-front communism actually strengthened them. During this momentous era, 
Chilean communism lay the building blocks of a resilient political culture that bred thousands of 
revolutionary subjects, most of them men from the working class. The masculinist character of the 






In the Bosom of the Party: 
Surviving González Videla’s War on Communism (1946-1952) 
 
 
“Back then, the PC[CH] was very fraternal and concerned itself with the wellbeing of the 
family and everything, so we grew up in the bosom [seno] of the Communist Party.” With this 
strange choice of words, Angélica Gallegos tried to explain her complicated family history in a 
2011 oral-history interview. Interviewed by a human-rights researcher due to the 1973 
disappearance of her husband, second-generation communist Rodolfo Leveque, and her 
subsequent human-rights activism during the Pinochet dictatorship, Gallegos’s early life had also 
been informed by communist activism and anti-communist persecution. Born in Osorno in 1952, 
Gallegos was the daughter of two very active communist parents, both of whom died when she 
was still a child. Her father killed himself when she was two. Only later did she learn that “he had 
killed himself because he could not withstand repression.” Her father endured political 
confinement during President Gabriel González Videla’s anti-communist persecution and 
remained active in the underground afterwards, suffering constant harassment. Her mother died 
when she was ten, from natural causes. Gallegos and her two sisters went on to live with different 
families linked to the PCCH. “I grew up in the house of the Zapatas, here in Osorno. My oldest 
sister grew up in the house of the Olivares. And the middle sister went to the Soviet Union to 
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study.” That is why Gallegos said that her sisters and she had been raised “in the bosom of the 
Communist Party.”222 
 Perhaps nothing captures the tragic family consequences of anti-communist persecution 
and the importance of personal and political networks as well as the story of Carlos Pozo and 
Margarita Naranjo.223 Pozo grew up in the north’s nitrate-mining region, where he migrated with 
his family when he was a child. His father began to participate in political activities there. Pozo 
followed his father’s lead and joined the PCCH in 1936, eventually becoming a union leader. 
Naranjo came from a Presbyterian family, and she only became close to the PCCH after marrying 
Pozo, sometime during the popular-front years. In a 1976 oral-history interview conducted in exile, 
Pozo summarized Naranjo’s personal transformation: “She did not like being called compañera at 
first, and then she got mad if she was not called that way.” Pozo was detained on October 22, 1947 
and deported to Pisagua alongside several other political activists and union leaders. Naranjo 
launched a hunger strike to bring him back. She eventually died of starvation, leaving three small 
children. The PCCH continued to demand Pozo’s help after Naranjo’s death, sending him 
wherever the party’s underground apparatus needed reinforcement. He had spent three months 
doing underground political work in the coal-mining region when a big party meeting took place. 
In this meeting he gave an account of what he had suffered during confinement and the death of 
                                                 
222 Interview with Angélica Gallegos by Walter Roblero, Osorno, October 12, 2011, Proyecto Los Lagos, 
CEDOCMMDH. On the importance of the Leveques, the Zapatas, and other deeply committed families in the early 
history of the PCCH in Osorno, see Ida Torres, “Fui una de las fundadoras del PC en Osorno,” in Wally Kunstman 
and Victoria Torres, eds., Cien voces rompen el silencio. Testimonios de ex presos y presas políticos de la dictadura 
militar en Chile (1973-1990), Santiago: Ediciones de la Dibam, 2008, p. 503. 
223 Carlos Pozo and Margarita Naranjo’s tragedy is mostly known by one of Pablo Neruda’s poems, first published in 
his magnum opera, Canto general, and then reproduced widely in the communist press. Pablo Neruda, “Margarita 
Naranjo (Salitrera ‘María Elena,’ Antofagasta),” in Canto general, Barcelona: Editorial Lumen, 1976, pp. 309-310. 
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his wife. “It was very emotional,” he recalled in the 1976 oral-history interview. “There, I met the 
compañera I have now. Look how she said, ‘I will raise the children of this compañero.”224 
Pozo’s story resembles that of Angélica Gallegos and her sisters, who were raised by 
different families from Osorno after their parents’ death. What Pozo’s story brings sharply into 
focus, however, is the articulation of these local clusters of politically committed families and the 
PCCH’s national organizational structure. Pozo was a local union leader in a small nitrate-mining 
town in the north before González Videla assumed office. His unwavering commitment in the face 
of adversity transformed him in an itinerant underground activist afterwards, who ended up 
meeting a new partner—a communist woman willing to raise his children and thus further 
contribute to the cause—a thousand miles south, in the coal-mining region. If the PCCH was 
successful, it was not only because it developed a national structure or had loyal constituencies 
throughout the country, but also because families from around the country imagined themselves 
as part of the same big family and were willing to made sacrifices. This sense of community 
allowed Pozo’s children and the Gallegos sisters to grow up with parent figures. It also helped the 
PCCH to survive persecution and thrive in periods of democratic competition. 
 This chapter studies the persecution of communism unleashed by President González 
Videla and its effects on the PCCH and PCCH members. González Videla was elected president 
on September 4, 1946, with the support of the centrist Radical Party, to which he belonged, and 
the PCCH. However, conflict between González Videla and the PCCH started even before he 
assumed the presidency. Labor agitation—mostly in the coal-mining region, one of the PCCH’s 
                                                 
224 Quoted in Augusto Samaniego, “Carlos Pozo y Margarita Naranjo. Vida obrera, ‘Ley Maldita’ e imaginario poético 
(Chile, 1920-1948),” in Olga Ulianova, ed., Redes políticas y militancias. La historia política está de vuelta, Santiago: 
Ariadna Ediciones, 2009, pp. 192, 200, 201. See, also, Rosario Madariaga and Manuel Castro, “Evocando a Margarita 
Naranjo,” Araucaria de Chile 28, 1984. 
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strongholds—added fuel to the fire. In October 1947, González Videla turned against his former 
allies and declared a “war on communism,” inspired by both local events and the United States’ 
Cold War rhetoric. He decided to halt labor agitation by making use of executive emergency 
powers and declaring emergency zones throughout the country. The administration banished 
hundreds of union leaders and political activists to Pisagua and other places. Repression was 
particularly fierce in coal-, copper-, and nitrate-mining towns, where employers and authorities 
rounded up union leaders and alleged communists, sending many of them to confinement and 
expelling their families from the towns’ premises. In addition, the administration sent a bill to 
Congress to broaden the scope of combat against communism and contain the labor movement. 
Approved on September 3, 1948, the Law of Permanent Defense of Democracy—referred to by 
communists as the Damned Law—declared the PCCH an illegal organization. It banned 
communist workers from trade-union boards, expelled communists who worked in public 
administration, and erased thousands of supposedly communist voters from the electoral rolls. The 
PCCH remained an illegal organization for about a decade, forbidden to participate in elections 
and forced to operate underground until the last months of Carlos Ibáñez del Campo’s presidency. 
Unlike President González Videla, however, President Ibáñez del Campo used the powers 
conferred by the Law of Permanent Defense of Democracy only intermittently, before agreeing to 
abolish it for reasons of political convenience in 1958. 
This chapter makes two separate arguments: one about the nature of state repression, the 
other about underground communist activism. First, I argue that González Videla’s persecution 
targeted mostly men, especially adult, working-class men, active in either labor unions, the PCCH, 
or both. Structural factors help explain this bias. The PCCH had more male than female members, 
and men, who outnumbered women in factories, joined and led labor unions more often. Carlos 
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Pozo’s trajectory is a good example. However, the disproportionately high number of men who 
suffered political confinement during González Videla’s persecution cannot be explained by 
structural factors alone. After all, Gallegos’s parents were both very active in the PCCH—her 
mother was actually a party functionary—but only her father ended up in confinement. Gendered 
assumptions about communist activism and punishment made men the main target of repression. 
Second, I argue that personal and political networks helped the PCCH to survive and 
confront the González Videla administration. Outlawed and persecuted, PCCH membership 
declined significantly. According to political scientist Carmelo Furci, the number of members 
decreased from thirty thousand to between five thousand and ten thousand in only a couple of 
years. Nevertheless, the party weathered the storm.225 Underground communist activism relied on 
the commitment of devoted party members recruited in previous years who chose to remain active, 
now in the underground, and an informal network of families linked in one way or another to the 
PCCH. The network was composed of a small number of deeply committed families and a greater 
number of sympathetic families with looser ties to the PCCH—families of former party members, 
sympathizers, fellow travelers, and so on. This same network allowed Pozo’s children to grow up 
with a maternal figure and helped out the Gallegos sisters later on. The strident anti-communism 
of the era made the costs of collaboration with the PCCH much greater, but the network proved 
resilient enough. The help and comprehension of women—including both communist women, like 
Pozo’s new compañera, and non-communist wives of communist men—was vital. 
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Besides proving such arguments, one of the chapter’s main purposes is to document the 
experience of those who suffered confinement and their families. The last years have yielded 
detailed studies of the persecution against specific actors (coal miners, teachers, Pablo Neruda, 
etc.) and a rich synthesis of the causes, mechanism, and consequences of the government’s anti-
communist policy.226 Still, little is known about confinement itself, much less about the experience 
of those affected by it. Only a small fraction of citizens—which I would estimate at one thousand, 
not all of them communists—suffered confinement during these years, but their peculiar 
experience brings to the fore the potential consequences of union and political activism in postwar 
Chile. Confinement was just the tip of the iceberg of a much broader attack on the PCCH and the 
labor movement. Thousands of individuals endured other forms of abuse, such as 
disenfranchisement, expulsion from their jobs, and threats by employers and state agents. All 
Chilean workers saw their labor rights curtailed due to a legislation that granted authorities carte 
blanch to quash strikes.227 
This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section focuses on the class, gender, 
and age biases of political persecution. Drawing on state documents, the section shows that the 
state targeted adult men, rather than women, young people, or the elderly. The following two 
sections document the experience of those who suffered confinement and their families. One 
examines the everyday life of political prisoners in Pisagua and other towns and cities. The other 
traces the precarious lives of the families of men in confinement. The last section studies the role 
family networks played in facilitating underground activism. 
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War on Communism 
González Videla’s war on communism was a war on working men. González Videla main 
target was organized labor and the PCCH, which he blamed for the radicalism of the labor 
movement. According to him, the Soviet-controlled PCCH was promoting strikes across the 
country to aggravate the already dire economic situation and spark an insurrection, all of which 
required drastic measures. His crackdown on organized labor and communism made men, not 
women, the main target of these drastic measures. As explained in Chapter 1, Chilean workers had 
built an intensely masculinized work culture, especially in mining and industry, and men led the 
great majority of labor unions in these two key sectors of the economy. And, as explained in 
Chapter 2, the PCCH was largely dominated by men, and working men were the party’s core 
constituency. 
Nevertheless, structural factors cannot entirely explain the high proportion of men who 
were erased from the electoral rolls or sent to confinement. The authorities’ gender bias is evident 
even from the statistics of citizens erased from voting rolls after the approval of the Law of 
Permanent Defense of Democracy in 1948. In the municipal elections held in April 1947, whose 
results frightened González Videla, the communist candidates obtained 91,204 votes (16.52%), 
78,336 of which came from the registro político—composed exclusively of Chilean men—and 
12,868 from the registro municipal—composed of Chilean women and naturalized foreigners of 
both sexes.228 However, the González Videla administration banned from voting in future elections 
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21,701 voters from the registro político (27.70% of the communist vote) and only 1,610 voters 
from the registro municipal (12.51% of the communist vote), that is, a significantly greater 
proportion of male communist voters as opposed to female communist voters.229 Although 
authorities tended to follow certain criteria that helps explain this disproportion—such as 
cancelling the voting rights of citizens who had sponsored a communist candidate—the district-
by-district mechanism through which these lists were drafted suggests that the authorities as a 
whole considered male communists more dangerous than their female counterparts. While some 
local authorities tried to erase as many communist men and women as they could, others focused 
almost exclusively on communist men.230 
The gendered nature of political persecution is even more apparent when analyzing who 
was sent to confinement. From the 426 citizens confined in the Pisagua prison camp by mid-
January 1948, 417 (98.12%) were men and 8 (1.88%) were women.231 By mid-November 1948, 
the citizens confined to Pisagua had decreased to 312, 311 (99.68%) of which were men.232 The 
number of women sent to Pisagua was particularly low, but the proportion of men to women in 
other places of confinement is also substantial. From the 239 citizens confined in Taltal, Quillota, 
Arauco, Maullín, Quinchao, Aysén, Magallanes, and Tierra del Fuego by mid-January 1948, 236 
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La guerra fría chilena, pp. 261-266. 
231 Ministro del Interior, Decreto Nº 248, January 16, 1948, Fondo MINT, vol. 12416, ARNAD. 
232 Ministro del Interior, Decreto Nº 6642, November 16, 1948, Fondo MINT, vol. 12642, ARNAD. 
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(98.74%) were men and 3 (1.26%) were women.233 As these samples of citizens in confinement 
make clear, political confinement affected mostly men. 
The goal of confinement was to isolate dangerous union and political activists, and, as 
explained above, the authorities considered male activists more dangerous than their female 
counterparts. The perceived danger of individuals was an important factor in the selection of 
people to be sent to confinement, perhaps the most important factor. The central authorities wanted 
to ban all communists from trade-union boards and erase as many communists as possible from 
voting rolls, but they knew they could not sent dozens of thousands of communists to confinement. 
They had neither the material resources nor the political support to do so. Thus, they chose to 
punish with confinement only the communists considered most dangerous, usually those who held 
leadership positions in the party, exerted greater influence over their peers in factories and 
neighborhoods, or agitated in nearby rural areas. The local authorities who drafted lists of 
suspected communists often distinguished among individual communists based on perceived level 
of threat, including adjectives such as “dangerous” and “troublesome.”234 The authorities in charge 
of Pisagua used the same criterion—perceived level of danger—later on, when deciding the fate 
of communists already in confinement. Several individuals confined there were pardoned and sent 
back home after a few months because they were considered not dangerous enough to remain in 
confinement.235 Likewise, some communists confined in Pisagua were considered too dangerous 
                                                 
233 Ministro del Interior, Decretos Nº 260, 269, 270, 271, 272, 273 y 274, January 16, 1948, Fondo MINT, vol. 12416, 
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to remain there given their political experience and mastery of communist ideology—the 
authorities feared they would organize and indoctrinate their less knowledgeable comrades—and 
they were dispersed among tiny, barely inhabited rural towns located in virtually inaccessible 
places in the high Andean plateau.236 
The authorities punished men rather than women with confinement even though the 
inhabitants of some cities, towns, and rural areas considered certain communist women to be very 
threatening, sometimes even more threatening than their male comrades. The case of the Fundo 
Lo Arcaya, in Colina, is revealing. National authorities received an anonymous letter denouncing 
a land occupation led by Ernesto Jelves, a tenant who had settled there two years ago. Jelves, it 
said, had arranged for other families to settle in the property illegally. The letter listed the names 
of the supposed squatters: “Juan Francisco Villanueva and wife,” “José Dolores Abarca and Mrs. 
Uberlinda Torres de Abarca,” and “Arturo Galaz and Mrs. Marta Torres de Galaz.” The list 
included a handwritten note alongside Marta Torres’s name: “Communist agitator expelled from 
several estates.” The letter, thus, identified six individuals by their names: four men and two 
women. “Together,” the letter explained, “they have created a true Soviet and they have threatened 
to kill [the landowner] Mr. Reyes. Not long ago Arturo Galaz’s wife, Marta Torres, assaulted Mr. 
Reyes with a hoe.”237 
After receiving this anonymous letter, the Minister of Interior asked for a report on the 
matter from Chile’s intelligence agency. The Minister demanded more information on the four 
aforementioned men and Marta Torres, without however mentioning Uberlinda, Marta’s sister, 
                                                 
236 See, e.g., Documentos anexos al Decreto Nº 2506, Fondo MINT, vol. 12476, ARNAD. 
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who had also been identified in the anonymous letter by her name. The intelligence report, based 
on conversations with the landowner and an unidentified local woman, confirmed some of the facts 
under investigation and rectified others. The landowner explained that “his arrendatarios Arturo 
Galaz, his wife Marta Torres de Galaz, Juan Francisco Villanueva, [José] Dolores Abarca and 
Uberlinda Torres have devoted themselves to bother the inquilinos, encouraging them to stop 
working for him and thus avoid being exploited.” The landowner put special emphasis on the 
Torres sisters. He explained that due to an incident he had had with Uberlinda, Marta had 
threatened to kill him. According to him, Marta and the troublesome tenants had recently signed 
the PCCH’s registers. The landowner pointed out that, through other sources, “[he] knew that all 
the aforementioned individuals meet almost weekly in Marta Torres’s house.”238 Although the 
anonymous letter and the intelligence report pointed to Marta Torres as one of the most dangerous 
of the tenants in question, if not the most dangerous of them all, she was one of the few who 
avoided confinement. Indeed, the Minister issued a decree confining to Melipilla the four men 
identified in the anonymous letter, but none of the women. Uberlinda Torres and her sister Marta, 
the “communist agitator,” were spared the punishment.239 
As the case of Marta Torres suggests, gender considerations often trumped other 
considerations when issuing confinement decrees or deciding the fate of individual communists. 
The story of two female communist leaders, Blanca Sánchez and Julieta Campusano, helps 
understand the interplay of these considerations. Sánchez, a primary teacher and a lifelong 
communist, was serving as a councilwoman in a coal-mining town in the south when she was 
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detained. The authorities considered her very dangerous, so much so that they sent her to Pisagua 
and went on to include her name in a list of communists branded too dangerous to remain there 
later on. The authorities discussed sending Sánchez to Melinka Island, an inhospitable island in 
the south. Sánchez did not end up in Melinka Island, or, for that matter, the high Andean plateau, 
but instead she was transferred to Hualañé, arguably a much better destination. Public outcry over 
her fate seems to have factored in the authorities’ decision.240 Campusano, the only woman on the 
PCCH’s Central Committee, was even luckier. Her story is well known. She was several months 
pregnant when she was detained on October 22, 1947, and she ended up giving birth that same 
day, surrounded by armed police in a hospital, after several hours of labor in police headquarters. 
Civil society groups in Chile and abroad learned about her case and mobilized demanding 
Campusano’s liberation. After eight days in the hospital, Campusano returned not to police 
headquarters but to her home, and she remained there under police surveillance instead of being 
confined to Última Esperanza, as the authorities had originally planned.241 
Ideas about gender difference and fair punishment contributed to the internment of a much 
higher proportion of men than women. Men were more susceptible to end up in confinement 
because it was easier to see them as dangerous, “family-less” political activists, deserving of 
imprisonment, or, better still, isolation in far-away places of confinement. The González Videla 
administration portrayed communist men as social deviants and professional agitators, fully 
devoted to the revolution, without real ties to the community. The administration’s anti-communist 
rhetoric made a stark distinction between communist agitators on the one side and respectable 
                                                 
240 On Blanca Sánchez’s case, see Orellana, “‘Profesores rojos’ y ‘amenaza soviética,’” p. 151; Documentos anexos 
al Decreto Nº 2506, Fondo MINT, vol. 12476, ARNAD; Documentos anexos al Decreto Nº 4965, Fondo MINT, vol. 
12563, ARNAD; El Siglo, March 21, 1947, p. 3, “Blanca Sánchez, una maestra será regidor de Lota.” 
241 El Siglo, November 16, 1952, p. 4, “Nace Dolores Amparo.” 
141 
 
workers and family men on the other. Actually, the great majority of the union and political 
activists who spent time in confinement had stable jobs and were well integrated into local 
communities, and, as explained in greater detail below, most of them had families who suffered 
greatly due to their forced absence. Even the full-time, paid activists who moved from town to 
town following party directives had families of their own. Many of the letters pleading for 
reconsideration that men in confinement—and their families—sent to the authorities echoed the 
administration’s rhetoric. In these letters, these men depicted themselves as respectable workers 
and family providers, downplaying or outright denying their political activism. 
The authorities risked a political backlash if they persecuted and punished women too 
harshly. Socially prevalent gender tropes linked women to biological reproduction rather than to 
economic production or public affairs, thus providing them with a maternal shield against political 
imprisonment. The PCCH made ample use of gender tropes when denouncing González Videla’s 
persecution. The misfortune of thirty-six-year-old María Zamora, for example, captured the 
attention of the crypto-communist press in the early 1950s.242 The PCCH used Zamora’s case—
an illiterate widow and a mother of two—to show that political persecution did not discriminate: 
“Neither men, nor women, nor elders, nor children have escaped its claws.”243 Concepción’s Court 
of Appeals had condemned Zamora to three years and sixty-five days in jail for violating the Law 
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of Permanent Defense of Democracy. A reporter commented after visiting her in prison: “For the 
last two months María Zamora has been serving an unfair sentence in Santiago’s Correctional 
House. She tells us about her children and her shattered home.”244 The resulting public outcry had 
an impact, and the court commuted the sentence: she was sent to confinement in a mid-size city 
near Santiago, a punishment less severe than imprisonment or confinement in a far-away town. 
Also prominent in the crypto-communist press were the cases of Encarnación Alarcón, processed 
by the courts for offending the President; Mercedes Fuentealba, detained for participating in 
solidarity committees; Ada Barruel, who suffered torture and rape attempts during detention; and 
Graciela Álvarez, a communist lawyer who submitted many writs of habeas corpus before being 
confined to Ancud. The press stressed the abuses against children and elders as well. News of 
hardships suffered by women, children, and the elderly underscored the inhumanity of the 
González Videla administration.245 
Stories of cruelty against women and children resonated in Chilean society. Indeed, the 
potency of the family ideal helps explain the distorted lens of some of the sources discussed in this 
chapter. Whereas archival documentation makes abundantly clear that men had a much greater 
chance to suffer confinement, the PCCH and other sympathetic organizations stressed the 
persecution of women and children in their publications. The point is not about discrepancies 
between different types of sources. It is about the gendered worldview that the authors of these 
sources shared. Both the government and the PCCH upheld the family idea. They all spoke the 
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language of family, which granted women significant protection from political persecution. The 
language of family did provide men some degree of protection as well. As mentioned above and 
discussed in greater detail below, the letters sent to the authorities by men in confinement echoed 
the administration’s family rhetoric and deployed gender stereotypes. These men presented 
themselves as respectable workers and concerned husbands and parents, who needed to return to 
their homes to provide for their families. The letters sent to the authorities by the wives of men in 
confinement also deployed gender stereotypes, stressing the destitute condition of these fatherless 
families. However, the letters sent by men in confinement and distressed women were only 
moderately successful. The dramatic stories of destitution and family misery narrated in these 
letters sometimes moved the authorities to lift a punishment. For the most part, however, the 
authorities based the decision to grant pardons on the perceived danger of the individual in 
confinement and his conduct while in there. 
The language of family was an important component of the public transcript—the 
hegemonic discourses that shape public life—which constrained both authorities and citizens. 
Union and political activists knew how to articulate their demands in these terms. The president 
of Chile’s Union of Railroad Workers, for example, sent the Minister a letter requesting the release 
of sixteen railroad workers who had been confined to Pisagua on account of a communist-led 
strike. “We are sure that the Government’s purpose when sending these citizens to confinement,” 
the union’s president wrote in his letter, “has never been to deny them from working and earning 
their and their families’ sustenance.”246 The Minister responded to him by denying the petition, 
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without making any mention to these men’s families. A few days later, the union’s president sent 
another letter reiterating his petition and stressing the tragic family consequences of confinement. 
In his long response to this second letter, the Minister argued that, “when those citizens 
campaigned for the strike…, they forgot that which the trade-union board you preside over 
remembers today: the family, the maintenance of homes, [and] the education of children.” He also 
added: “If [these citizens] did not have a thought for the families they left exposed to every kind 
of miseries by their provocative action when inciting their coworkers to the revolutionary strike, 
they are wrong now—when they are paying the consequences of their guilt—to remind us of what 
they themselves forgot when they had faith in the success of their cause.”247 In other words, these 
workers had put politics first, breaking the tacit agreement to behave as respectable workers and 
family providers. As these examples show, the language of family was powerful enough to spare 
the great majority of communist women from confinement, but it could not always exempt 
communist men from paying the price. 
Confinement affected for the most part young-adult and middle-aged working men. 
Random samples of political prisoners paint a telling picture of the gender, class, and age 
composition of the victims. Take for example a list of twelve citizens—eight from Iquique and 
four from Chañaral—confined in Petorca by mid-1948. Only one of these twelve citizens was a 
woman, who was described as a housewife. All the men had working-class jobs: five were day-
laborers, four were miners, one was a stoker, and another one was a mechanic. Their educational 
background confirms their humble origins: three were illiterate, seven had some primary 
education, and only two had some secondary education. The sample does not include citizens who 
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could be considered in their youth or old age. The mean was 39.5 years and the range between 
twenty-three to fifty-one years. As this sample makes apparent, those who suffered confinement 
tended to be adult men from the working class.248 
Some local authorities tried to spare old men from confinement, whether because they 
considered them less dangerous or feared they would not survive confinement is not always clear. 
César Godoy took notes—or so he argued in his memoirs—about the case of an old communist 
worker who had a revealing exchange with a police captain. The police captain and this elderly 
communist argued because the latter refused to abandon his political beliefs, as the former advised 
him to do. According to Godoy, the captain finally gave up and said: “I am not detaining you to 
send you to Pisagua because you are old, but don’t get involved in anything.”249 Something similar 
happened to fifty-eight-year-old José Rodríguez, a dock worker from the south who was in charge 
of distributing the party newspaper in his town. He was originally detained and transferred to 
Papudo, but he was eventually pardoned for his old age and his promise to abandon political 
activism. In the opinion of the local authorities, “Rodríguez does not pose a risk[.] He is old and 
hardly dangerous.”250 In some cases, neighbors and friends from different parties helped protect 
old people. Danilo Rojas was the son of a communist from Arica, where he saw many activists 
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and railroad workers be detained and sent to Pisagua. “Not my dad, because he was too old,” he 
explained in 2007. “The radicals, even though not all of them behaved correctly, erased a row from 
the registers of the Radical Party and wrote my dad’s name instead, so that he would not be taken 
to Pisagua, because they thought he would die there.”251 
Confinement did affect some old men. And a few of them in fact died. The most famous of 
them is Angel Veas, who had been appointed Intendente of Tarapacá—the same province where 
Pisagua was located—by González Videla himself. Veas, an old-time communist who had suffered 
confinement in Mocha Island during the brief government of Carlos Dávila in 1932, did not survive 
this new wave of repression. Neither did sixty-eight-year-old Juan Corro. He developed a medical 
condition in Pisagua and had to be transferred to Iquique’s hospital, where he died. Before Corro 
passed away, his daughter sent a letter to the authorities complaining that he “had not participated 
in politics for a long time.” Her father, she wrote in her harrowing letter, had not experienced any 
improvement during his stay in the hospital, “showing a sadness and melancholy that makes him 
cry all the time, even more when he sees me or one of my children.”252 The PCCH paid tribute to 
Corro after his death. A sympathetic magazine noted that he had suffered prison in innumerous 
occasions and had been confined to Isla de Más Afuera in a previous wave of repression.253 
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The demographic composition of those who suffered confinement in the late 1940s is not 
very different from that of those who suffered confinement in early 1956, when President Carlos 
Ibáñez del Campo decided to quash labor activism by sending union and political activists to 
Pisagua and other places of confinement. On this occasion, confinement in Pisagua affected around 
a hundred individuals and lasted for about a month.254 Only one woman’s name, Noemí Loins, 
sometimes referred to as Noemí Morales, appears on the lists of people against whom a 
confinement decree to Pisagua was issued, and she did not remain in Pisagua for long. The 
Intendente of Tarapacá wrote telegrams to the Minister of Interior asking whether Loins could be 
freed given that she was the only woman sent to Pisagua and requested that the Intendente of 
Antofagasta, who had sent Loins to Pisagua, “not to include women among the union leaders that 
have to be transferred to Pisagua.” The Minister agreed, and Loins was immediately shipped back 
to her home in Antofagasta.255 
Available data also confirm the class and age biases of state repression. The large majority 
of those confined to Pisagua in 1956 were working-class men, most of them union leaders. From 
a list of seventy-eight men confined to Pisagua by mid-January, forty-eight (61.54%) were blue-
collar workers; twenty-one (26.92%) were white-collar employees; four (5.13%) were merchants; 
and five (6.41%) were professionals, mostly teachers and lawyers. The greater proportion of 
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middle-class men in 1956 is mostly due to the emphasis on national-level left-wing political 
leaders. The list included, for example, communist leaders Volodia Teitelboim (lawyer) and Jorge 
Montes (teacher), besides other important communist leaders labeled “empleados,” such as José 
Díaz, Américo Zorrilla, and Justo Rivera.256 The list does not include the age or the civil status of 
these men, but other sources suggest that they tended to be middle-aged, family men. For example, 
take a letter to the authorities by six union leaders—all of them men—detained in Illapel and 
shipped to Pisagua. In their letter, these men requested to be freed to “continue with our tasks as 
heads of households.” They then proceeded to specify the number of family dependents each of 
them had. Five of six mentioned wives and all six of them mentioned children. On average, they 
had 4.83 children each.257 Those confined to other places in 1956 had similar characteristics. The 
thirty-five citizens—all of them men—confined to the southern town of Maullín averaged 3.17 
dependents per person.258 
 
Everyday Life in Confinement 
Once the authorities detained someone for illegal communist activities, they could either 
keep the prisoner in jail or send the prisoner to far-away towns and cities. As a rule, the prisoner 
had no idea where he was being sent. Take the case of former congressman Víctor Contreras. 
When he said goodbye to his wife in Santiago, he only knew that a police officer was taking him 
to Puerto Montt. Once in Puerto Montt, the police officer handed the local chief of the intelligence 
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agency an envelope. It was only when the intelligence chief in Puerto Montt opened the envelope 
that Contreras learned that he was being sent to Melinka Island.259 The above-mentioned lawyer 
Graciela Álvarez recalled: “They put me in a train to the south, without telling me where they were 
sending me. I had no idea. They didn’t show you a warrant or anything.”260 To make matters worse, 
the authorities were constantly changing their plans. Enrique Kirberg, for example, explained in a 
book-length interview that he was detained in Santiago and sent to Concepción with a group of 
communist leaders. From there, these leaders were supposed to be transferred to Mocha Island. 
The authorities had already signed the decree, “but there was a change [of plans] and they sent us 
off to different places.” Ultimatley, he ended up in Empedrado, a small rural town.261 The 
authorities’ secrecy and change of plans meant that the families of these political prisoners did not 
always know where their loved ones would end up.262 
Pisagua is the most famous of the small towns used as places of confinement during the 
González Videla administration. Referred to as the “Chilean Siberia” by international news 
agencies of the period, Pisagua is geographically isolated, located around a hundred miles from 
Iquique on Chile’s northern shore, with the ocean on one side and the desert on the other.263 
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Pisagua was an abandoned nitrate port which, after flourishing at the beginning of the century, had 
become a sort of a ghost town of around two hundred and fifty inhabitants—a few of them banished 
there earlier for non-political crimes. The natural boundaries of the town demarcated the 
boundaries of the prison camp. This was a prison with the desert as a wall. As an American 
diplomat noted, political prisoners “are free to go about the town of Pisagua at will, and are not 
surrounded by walls or barbed wire.”264 This strange feature of the Pisagua prison camp led 
communist writer Volodia Teitelboim to entertain the idea of calling his 1957 historical novel 
about Pisagua “the transparent prison,” a somewhat accurate metaphor.265 
Pisagua held political prisoners between October 1947 and February 1949, when the prison 
camp was closed. The total number of political prisoners who spent some time in Pisagua is 
difficult to estimate, since their numbers fluctuated. During the first half of 1948, Pisagua held 
roughly five hundred political prisoners. However, not all the prisoners stayed there until the 
closure of the prison camp. Some were released earlier. Others were sent to different places of 
confinement. Still others managed to escape. Most prisoners arrived in late 1947, in one of three 
waves. The first wave arrived by railroad from different parts of the country’s northern region, 
where the PCCH usually obtained a great number of votes. A second wave of political prisoners 
arrived in the warship Araucano from the south, carrying people from Concepción and the nearby 
coal-mining region, another of the party’s strongholds. A third wave of political prisoners arrived 
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by sea from Valparaíso, a port located in the center of the country. Other political prisoners, from 
all around the country, arrived in smaller numbers, both during and after the waves mentioned 
above.266 
Life in Pisagua was only partially regimented. The military authorities conducted a daily 
roll call and served breakfast, lunch, and dinner at specific hours of the day. At first, the prisoners 
slept in the town’s abandoned public buildings, but they were later moved to wooden barracks 
built for the purpose. Prisoners could do as they wished during the day, and they organized several 
activities to fight demoralization. Communist teachers, for example, gave literacy classes to 
uneducated workers. Fearing indoctrination, however, the authorities eventually forbade this 
educational initiative. Some prisoners organized sports competitions in the town’s basketball court. 
Others formed cultural associations, namely, a theater troupe, an orchestra, and a chorus. These 
groups practiced and occasionally performed in the town’s abandoned theater. Recreational and 
cultural activities made life in Pisagua more tolerable. The prisoners also elected leaders to 
represent them before the military authorities. Disagreements between communist and non-
communist prisoners—especially with socialists and anarchists—caused tension, but conflicts 
occurred only occasionally. 
The Pisagua prison camp was inhabited by a large number of political prisoners who were 
there by themselves and a smaller number of political prisoners who were there with their families. 
According to state documents, Pisagua held 505 prisoners plus 220 dependents by the end of 
February 1948.267 The number of dependents is significant, but the proportion of prisoners who 
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were accompanied by their families seems to have been low—the number of dependents includes 
both wives and children, and some wives brought several children with them. The families who 
accompanied prisoners arrived in Pisagua at the beginning of the anti-communist persecution, in 
1947. The military authorities later changed their policy and forbade entrance to Pisagua to anyone 
except those serving time, probably because they needed to ration the supplies. In his historical 
novel about Pisagua, Teitelboim tells the semi-fictional story of Justina, a woman who crossed 
thirty miles of desert on foot to join her husband in confinement. The prisoners found her barely 
alive, fed her, and kept her hidden, but the authorities eventually discovered her and expelled her. 
Justina’s story suggests that some women made great efforts to join their husbands in confinement, 
but that the authorities had already decided not to allow their entry.268 Documentary evidence 
supports this. Bernardo Pérez’s wife, for example, repeatedly asked the Intendente of Tarapacá to 
let her and her three small children join her husband in Pisagua.269 
Teitelboim’s novel is structured around the tropes of loneliness and despair. Although for 
literary purposes Teitelboim chose to center his attention on Raimundo Ayala and Margarita 
Delgado, a communist couple, the majority of the novel’s supporting characters were in Pisagua 
by themselves. Sexual tension is omnipresent in the novel. Some of the protagonists fell in love 
with the few local women available. Other characters courted the overtly sexualized wife of a 
policeman or the willing wife of a local fisherman. Still others went to the town’s prostitutes.270 
Teitelboim, who wrote his novel based on informal conversations with comrades who had suffered 
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imprisonment during the González Videla administration and on his own experience in Pisagua in 
1956, seems to be exorcizing his own demons. While in confinement, the married, forty-year-old 
Teitelboim fell for Pisagua’s telephone operator and imagined how his life with her would have 
been had he confessed his feelings to her—a story very similar to that of the novel’s characters 
Lorenzo Manzano and Cielito Guachalla, the novel’s telephone operator.271 
The number of citizens banished to other towns and cities is more difficult to estimate. The 
authorities refused to publish lists to avoid public scrutiny. I would venture that between three and 
five hundred individuals suffered confinement in towns and cities other than Pisagua. A few were 
shipped to inhospitable islands in the south, like Melinka Island, or dispersed among tiny rural 
towns scattered across the high Andean plateau. Most were sent to small and mid-sized cities like 
Putaendo, Quillota, Quinchao, Pitrufquén, Futrono, Maullín, Ancud, and Achao, which at least 
could provide basic services. They were sent in small groups, or sometimes individually. In these 
towns and cities, those punished with confinement were expected to find their own shelter, secure 
their own food supply, and sign in at the local precinct every day, sometimes two or three times a 
day. 
Although citizens confined to these places were technically free to do as they pleased—
except for engaging in politics—they often had a difficult time securing shelter and food. Social 
and political factors made finding a job difficult. Since the PCCH had an urban-based membership, 
communists often had trouble adapting to small, semi-rural towns. This is very clear in the case of 
middle-class communists. Lawyer and party journalist Orlando Millas was sent to Codpa, a rural 
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town located six thousand feet above sea level, where he ended up working as a peasant.272 The 
Minister of Interior received several transfer requests from middle-class citizens in confinement 
who could not find a job that suited their abilities.273 The situation was also difficult for the PCCH’s 
main constituency, working-class men, who had trouble finding jobs in semi-rural towns and 
small, non-industrialized cities. Collective requests to be transferred to bigger cities with better 
employment opportunities arrived from men confined in Futrono and Las Cabras.274 
The political nature of the punishment made it difficult for citizens confined in mid-sized 
cities to find jobs as well. Those in confinement were generally regarded as rabble rousers and 
looked upon with suspicion, even though many of them were reliable workers who had held stable 
jobs. Antofagasta’s tinsmith Juan Ángel Fajardo, for example, felt immensely distressed because 
he had not been able to find a job in San Felipe and had spent the little money he had brought with 
him on paying room and board. San Felipe’s local authority explained to the Minister of Interior 
that he had tried to help Fajardo find a job in factories and construction sites, “but all the jobs were 
taken, and generally one cannot find employers who hire communists, much less the members of 
that party in confinement.”275 Fajardo requested to be transferred to a nearby mining area or to the 
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factory of Polpaico, “where there are bosses who know me from the North.”276 The local authority 
seconded Fajardo’s request. “Fajardo’s situation is desperate. I think that the man takes pride in 
attending to his works, so he appears very bitter about his unemployment.”277 
A number of communists remained politically active in confinement. They sent letters to 
the press to denounce the harsh conditions of confinement and established contacts with the local 
population of the towns and cities where they were confined. Authorities feared these contacts. In 
one of his many reports to the Minister of Interior, the military chief of the emergency zone of 
Atacama explained that the communists who had been sent there from the Lota coal mine were 
doing political work in the surrounding areas of the Potrerillos copper mine, while other 
communists sent there from Antofagasta were very active in other parts of the province he presided 
over. This military chief laid bare the absurdity of political confinement: Atacama was both 
expelling and receiving communists. He requested that his superiors not send more communists to 
the Province of Atacama but send military troops and intelligence agents instead.278 
Communist activism was particularly problematic in places that did not have the proper 
police force. Peumo’s local authority, for example, explained in a telegram to his superior that the 
small, rural area of Las Cabras could not serve as a place of confinement: “shortage [of] police 
personnel impedes fulfillment of other obligations due to concern over transferred citizens.”279 
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Some local authorities feared specific communists due to their political and cultural capital. 
Chanco’s local authority put the dilemma in the following terms when discussing the transfer of 
the communist lawyer Boris Orjikh to another place of confinement: “It is inadvisable to transfer 
him [to a place] where there are courts of first instance because, given his fanatical communism, 
he will gain sympathizers.”280 
The experience of those who suffered confinement varied significantly from one place to 
the next, but it was generally not as brutal as it was later made out to be.281 The aforementioned 
Graciela Álvarez, for example, remembered her experience with a strange sense of fondness in an 
oral-history interview. She managed to find a job as a lawyer in Ancud and forged a strong bond 
with the rest of the people in confinement there.282 In the larger context of anti-communist 
persecution, confinement during the González Videla administration was definitely milder than 
that suffered after the 1973 coup. Comparing his experience in the infamous prison camp of 
Dawson Island in 1973 with the confinement he suffered in Puerto Aysén in 1936 and Empedrado 
in 1949, lifelong communist Enrique Kirberg explained: “In the first two confinements I was 
confined to a town, but free. I didn’t see soldiers or weapons everywhere.” His relations with the 
police officers in Empedrado were actually quite cordial. In Empedrado, Kirberg stressed the 
difference, “I managed to contact my family and [briefly] leave the town, something that was 
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forbidden, but that I could do because the officer in charge made my trip easier by looking the 
other way.”283 
 
The Family Consequences of Confinement 
María Chávez was the wife of Isidoro Inostroza, “a good and reliable worker, and an 
exemplary husband and father,” as she put it in a letter to President González Videla in March 
1948. Inostroza had been detained and transferred to Pisagua on October 22, 1947. In her petition 
letter, Chávez explained the family’s difficult situation: “I, my five children, and two nephews are 
left completely abandoned because my husband was the sole support of my family.”284 The eldest 
was twelve and the youngest eight-months old. Chavéz’s letter went unanswered. She continued 
to send letters in the following months. In a letter to the Minister of Interior sent in May 1948, she 
explained that she had trouble feeding the family. She was not currently working and could not 
work because someone had to take care of the family’s many children. She also explained to the 
authorities that she had to move because she could not afford the rent anymore. Chávez and her 
children now lived “in only one room, despite the large number of family members.”285 
Hundreds of letters like these can be found in state archives. Families of citizens in 
confinement sent many letters requesting that the authorities end their confinement or at least 
transfer them closer to their homes. Letter writers used different rhetorical strategies to move the 
authorities to grant them their request, but they all seem to have struggled with similar problems. 
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Since most of the people who suffered confinement were adult men, with their wives writing most 
of the letters, the wellbeing of children was often at the center of these letters. As explained in this 
chapter’s first section, the language of family was an important component of the public transcript 
and citizens knew how to catch the attention of authorities. Wives of men in confinement told very 
dramatic stories of material deprivation. It is impossible to verify the truthfulness of all the claims 
made in these letters, but the great number of letters enables tentative conclusions. Using these 
strategically written letters and other primary sources, the following pages discuss some of the 






Image 3: Letter to the authorities by the daughter of a communist in confinement 




 Housing was one of the main concerns of the families of men in confinement. That was the 
case for families who lived in houses that belonged to the companies where these men worked, 
which was not uncommon in certain industries and state services. Demetrio Olivares, a carpenter 
who worked for the national railway company in Quillota, had been fired from his job and then 
sent to Pisagua. He explained to the authorities “that his family is currently living in a state of great 
anguish because the house in which he lived belonged to the State Railroad Company and he had 
to give it up due to his condition of confinement.”286 Housing problems were particularly severe 
for the families of nitrate and copper miners, hundreds of whom ended up in confinement. Miners 
used to live not only in houses that they did not own, but also in secluded towns owned by their 
employers. Segundo Moena, a “communist member and great rabble rouser in the Humberstone 
Nitrate Works” according to the authorities, explained that the Compañía Salitrera Tarapacá y 
Antofagasta had obliged his wife Olga Rodríguez to leave the province, accompanied by their two 
under-aged children.287 Aida Araya, the wife of a Chuquicamata copper miner, told a similar story: 
“When he was confined, I was notified that I had to move wherever I had relatives, which 
unfortunately I do not have.”288 María Fredes, the wife of another Chuquicamata miner, explained 
to the president in a letter that she was now living in Quinteros with her three children, “next to 
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[allegados] a family that gives us a small corner in a room. The four of us have to sleep together 
in the same bed.”289 Besides María Fredes, several others mentioned that they were living as 
allegados, that is, in someone else’s place. 
Housing problems were not restricted to those who lived on their bosses’ property. Most 
working-class families back then lived in rented houses, sometimes by themselves and sometimes 
with relatives. Since men in confinement could not send money to their families, paying the rent 
on time became increasingly difficult. Audolía Pruneda was the old, sick, and widowed mother of 
Hilda, a stay-at-home daughter who took care of the sick mother; and Miguel, a linotype operator 
who had been detained in El Siglo’s printing house and shipped to Pisagua. Miguel earned the 
family’s sole income. The family was now in a difficult situation. To quote Pruneda: “[We] cannot 
pay the rent for the room, nor have we the means to acquire the most basic supplies.”290 A social 
worker visited the widow and wrote a detailed report. Pruneda, the social worker explained, was 
living off of “pawned garments and the income of her daughter [Hilda], who began sewing from 
home for the Gath & Chaves department store a month ago. [Hilda] earns around eight hundred 
pesos monthly. They owe a month of rent, that is, four hundred pesos.”291 
As the case of Miguel Carriel’s sister Hilda suggests, the confinement of men often forced 
women to enter into the labor force. Several other letters confirm this. Felicinda Alarcón, for 
example, had been until then a housewife, concerned with raising “three little children, of five, 
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three, and one year of age.” She was the stay-at-home wife of Estanislao Alarcón, a reliable worker 
who had worked in the United Breweries Company in Concepción from August 19, 1933 to 
October 24, 1947, when he was detained and shipped to Pisagua—Felicinda attached a certificate 
from the company that included the dates. To sustain her family in this time of need, Felicinda had 
started to work as a laundress. Unfortunately, she wrote, “with my earnings I cannot even feed my 
family, and I have been forced to accumulate many debts and pawn the few garments I have 
left.”292 Like Hilda Carriel and Felicinda Alarcón, most of the women forced into the labor market 
obtained poorly-paid jobs. They ended up doing as other women in need, who worked as 
laundresses and seamstresses, reproducing the perverse logic of a market that bound them to so-
called women’s jobs. 
 Recollections of children of communists in Pisagua and other far-away towns speak to the 
difficulties of growing up in this period. These children often endured both paternal abandonment 
(due to confinement) and maternal neglect (due to work). Born in 1938, Nelly Lemus was the 
daughter of the communist mayor of Chañaral, Fernando Lemus, and a stay-at-home mother, 
Emerita Villa. As other communists in office, Nelly’s father managed to avoid the first raid against 
the PCCH in October 1947 and played a crucial role in helping those who were confined in the 
city he presided over.293 Unfortunately, he was detained in the course of 1948 and sent to Pisagua. 
The father’s absence led to the mother’s absence. Nelly recalled in a 2012 oral-history interview: 
“When they took my father, our twenty-four-hour mother had to disappear twenty-four hours [a 
day] because she had to go out and find a job.” Nelly and her two sisters accompanied their mother 
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in this desperate search for work, “almost attached to her skirt.” Nelly’s mother eventually found 
a job as a ticket seller in a movie theater, where she could work while keeping an eye on her 
children.294 
The life-story of the family formed by party functionary Eugenio and his stay-at-home wife 
Irma, which I have reconstructed through documentary sources and in-depth interviews with some 
of their children and friends, speaks to several of the central issues discussed above. Eugenio was 
detained in late 1947, while living in the south. He spent about a year and a half in different places 
of confinement, such as Pisagua and Chilcaya, where he suffered health problems. Irma had to 
find a way to provide for, and take care of, the family’s five small children—the oldest child, Rosa, 
had just turned ten, and the youngest, Gladys, was two. She resorted to relatives, friends, and 
acquaintances. She first made a deal with Virginia, the wife of another communist punished with 
confinement and a very active communist herself. They both lived in the same city, so they decided 
to live together and divide the tasks to feed and raise their children. Irma devoted herself to taking 
care of the children of both families while Virginia worked outside the home. The money Virginia 
earned was simply not enough to provide for everybody, and Irma decided to migrate to Santiago 
with her three youngest children. She sent the two oldest children to live with other families in 
other cities. Rosa ended up living in the house of a wealthy couple in Chillán where Irma had 
worked as a domestic servant in her youth. Although the couple did not treat Rosa very well, she 
had better luck than her eight-year-old brother Luis Gustavo, who ended up living with a family 
who did not feed him properly and did not send him to school. 
                                                 
294 Interview with Nelly Lemus by Walter Roblero, Antofagasta, September 27, 2012, Proyecto Antofagasta, 
CEDOCMMDH. Other oral-history interviews tell a similar story. See, e.g., Interview with Osiel Núñez, Santiago, 
Colección Archivo Oral de Villa Grimaldi, CPPVG. 
164 
 
The brief yet acute period of anti-communist persecution unleashed by González Videla 
had long-term effects on this family. It was during these years that Irma became the family’s main 
supporter. She took a factory job in Santiago to provide for the children during Eugenio’s forced 
absence, and she kept working there for about a decade. The pay was not very good, but it was 
better than the husband’s irregular income as party functionary. Eugenio kept active in the 
underground after returning from confinement, and he was detained again and jailed for a shorter 
period of time in Santiago. Persecution also had psychological effects on the family. Rosa 
described herself as “a kid who grew up with fear” in an oral-history interview. Her parents 
constantly advised her not to speak to grown-ups she did not know. This left an imprint on her. 
She still has trouble speaking of certain things.295 Even more difficult was the experience of her 
sister Gladys, born in 1945. According to Gladys, the father was always on the run, visiting the 
house only sporadically. She resented her father’s absence. She has gone through many years of 
therapy to deal with parental abandonment and other childhood traumas. She recalled in an oral-
history interview: “And now, with an [age] regression [therapy], I visualized myself as a child, 
sitting there… And I am sitting on the floor when I see my father leave. And I shout: ‘daddy, 
daddy, daddy!’ My daddy opens the door, sticks his head [into the house], waves a ‘goodbye’ at 
me, and leaves. And that killed me for the rest of my days. I never could overcome that… He never 
bent down to give me a kiss and a hug, and all I wanted was for him to take me in his arms.”296 
 Political confinement led to the disintegration of a number of families. The revolutionary 
zeal of some men made family life quite difficult. After suffering confinement in Pisagua, for 
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example, José Viciani resettled in Santiago to do underground political work, following party 
directives. His son recalled in a 1973 press interview: “Repression was also responsible for the 
destruction of my home. After the Damned Law was repealed, my parents never lived together 
again.”297 Some wives chose not to take their husbands back. In his memoirs, Volodia Teitelboim, 
who endured confinement in Pisagua in 1956 and suffered his own family crisis a couple of years 
later, evoked the case of a man who was abandoned by his wife while in confinement. This poor 
man called home from the only telephone available in Pisagua and “began crying with the handset 
in his hands because [at the other end of the receiver] they had told him that his wife had left the 
house [and] the children. She had abandoned him for good because she did not want to have 
anything to do with someone who was so far away and who did not take care of the family.”298 As 
these excerpts suggest, communist activism, political persecution, and marital breakups often went 
hand in hand. 
 
Underground Activism 
Families of party members, former party members, sympathizers, and fellow travelers were 
crucial in help sustaining communist activism during the González Videla administration. To start 
with, these families opened their homes to persecuted leaders and underground activists. Pablo 
Neruda’s case is probably the most famous one. The esteemed poet and communist senator was 
hunted by hundreds of police officers and intelligence agents. He hid in different places for about 
a year and a half, before finally escaping into exile through the Andes. The poet wrote in his 
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memoirs: “I moved from house to house, every day. Doors opened to receive me everywhere.”299 
José Miguel Varas has carefully reconstructed Neruda’s underground life and epic journey, helped 
by the Communist Party and by a vast network of friends and admirers of his work.300 Sometimes, 
even the families of communist men in confinement helped in protecting leaders and underground 
activists. One of the men banished by the González Videla administration, for example, was denied 
“return to his habitual residence because, while he is held prisoner in San Rosendo, his home in 
Iquique is providing housing for communist congressmen who are visiting the city.”301 
In the homes of these families, leaders and activists on the run reinforced and sometimes 
created interpersonal ties. Party functionary and future Secretary General Luis Corvalán, for 
example, recalled having met Carlos Berger—who eventually became Corvalán’s secretary in 
Congress and a professional revolutionary as well—when the latter was still a child, “because we 
often met at his house during the González Videla dictatorship, when his parents lived on Condell 
[Street], near Francisco Bilbao Avenue.”302 Carlos Berger’s parents were a middle-class Jewish 
couple of “committed communists,” to quote Eduardo, another of the Berger children.303 Although 
brief, the relationships that leaders and activists forged with their hosts had an impact on the latter. 
Francisco Torrejón, by then a young worker and a rank-and-file communist, remembered with 
pride in his 2010 memoirs having protected famous union leader Bernardo Araya. Back then, 
Torrejón and his wife were living in the house of communist railroad worker Pedro Valenzuela, to 
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whom he rented a couple of rooms. Party members approached Valenzuela and Torrejón and 
requested that they hide Araya, who had just escaped detention thanks to a well-planned operation. 
Valenzuela and Torrejón discussed the party’s request with their respective wives, who accepted 
and swore to keep the secret. “That same night ‘the package’ arrived. He was received as [if he 
were] a family member. We gave him one of the rooms and he became another member of the 
family.” Araya ended up staying with the Valenzuela and Torrejón families for over a month. One 
of the children living there, “who was just starting to speak, called him uncle.”304  
For Dalmiro, the son of a tailor and Democratic Party member who was sympathetic to the 
communist ideals, communist leader César Godoy became not an uncle but truly a mentor. Godoy 
was a former teacher and, by the time the persecution started, one of the most gifted orators in the 
Chamber of Deputies. Dalmiro explained in an oral-history interview: “He was an educator… 
Since he was a primary school teacher, teaching was his vocation.” Dalmiro was only a child when 
this former teacher and persecuted congressman found haven in his father’s house. “Now, with a 
child like me… [César Godoy] did not talk about politics, but he talked about things that, without 
doubt, do have an influence in one’s life. And one listened… One absorbed those things as a child.” 
Dalmiro grew up to become a communist, and he continued to talk with Godoy throughout his life. 
He used to visit him seeking advice.305 
Documentation from the Ministry of Interior reveals the family networks underpinning 
communist underground activism. Take the cases of some communist public officials in La Serena 
and Pisagua in the days that followed González Videla’s declaration of war on communism. An 
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intelligence report urging the banishment of the communist councilor of La Serena, Alfonso 
Meléndez, explained that his house had been used for several underground activities. The report 
added that Meléndez’s wife was also a communist and that the couple’s daughter had been the 
abanderada, or standard-bearer, of the PCCH’s local branch in La Serena. “At the same time, there 
are well grounded suspicions that the children of the Meléndez family are among the perpetrators 
of the graffiti campaign against His Excellency the President of the Republic.”306 The authorities 
punished Meléndez by deporting him to Cabildo. No measures were taken against his wife or 
children. One can imagine that they remained active in the months that followed, notwithstanding 
persecution. 
Politically committed families such as these were vital in denouncing the crimes of the 
Gonzalez Videla administration and trying out different tactics to speed his downfall. Some 
documents penned by communists and seized by the authorities offer a glimpse into the internal 
workings of communist underground activism. In November 1947, for example, state authorities 
intercepted a telling letter by the former mayor of Pisagua, the communist Domingo Espinoza, 
who was witnessing the transformation of the town he presided over into a prison camp—he was 
later shipped to Tierra del Fuego, three thousand miles away. Espinoza’s letter to his comrade and 
colleague, the still incumbent councilor Gabino Baltazar, discussed tactics to denounce the anti-
communist persecution and confront the government. Espinoza asked help from Baltazar’s brother 
in the task of denunciation: “[Tell] your brother Genaro to visit every town and form protest 
committees. I will send him a package with propaganda.” At the same time, Espinoza offered the 
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aid of his own brother in the task of confrontation. If it were necessary to bring guns to Zapiga, 
Espinoza wrote, “deliver them to my stepbrother, the chauffeur, because as a compañero he is 
obliged to do so very cautiously.” This brief, two-hundred letter message, filled with allusions to 
politically committed family members engaged in the task of denouncing and confronting the 
administration, ended with a family greeting from another persecuted friend: “The compañero 
Flores, who is confined as well, commends you to say to his relatives from Chiapa that they should 
not dismay [and] that victory in the end will be ours.”307 
The PCCH’s political line mixed public denunciation with retreat to the underground. In 
the context of acute political persecution, however, this line was not easily communicated to, much 
less imposed among, the membership. Eventually, a group led by the powerful organization 
secretary Luis Reinoso—one of the five members of the PCCH’s Secretariat—began to try out 
direct-action tactics, burning public transportation buses and attacking bakeries. Reinoso’s 
increasingly confrontational stance put him at odds with the rest of the communist leadership, 
which was trying to elicit support from some sectors of the Radical Party. The conflict between 
Reinoso and other communist leaders grew in intensity between 1948 and 1951. In the course of 
1950, the PCCH’s new Secretary General, Galo González, denounced Reinoso and his followers 
as factionalists. They were finally expelled on April 1951, labeled as “enemies of the party.” The 
appeal of Reinoso’s confrontational stance seems to have been greater among young communists. 
Even the former Secretary General of the JJCC, Daniel Palma, followed Reinoso’s lead—and 
ended up expelled as well.308 
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Young communist Marlén Bascuñán seems to have been linked to this Reinosista faction 
in La Legua neighborhood, where several working-class communists—including Reinoso 
himself—had their homes.309 Tragedy struck the Bascuñán family on November 23, 1950, when 
the detonation of the explosives kept in the family’s house killed the family’s two children and left 
the parents severely wounded.310 The Bascuñáns ended up paying the consequences not only of 
keeping explosives at home, but also of defying the party’s official line. A non-communist civil 
engineer who knew Marlén Bascuñán back then recalled fifty years later: “Marlén’s uncle Segundo 
Carvajal, who was a carpenter in our factory and an active communist member as well, handled 
the emergency. He went to the party to ask for help and was horrified by the answer: ‘We do not 
know Mr. Marlén Bascuñán.’” Segundo Carvajal left this meeting yelling and crying, and, 
according to the civil engineer, “[he] never returned to the party he loved.”311 The PCCH seems to 
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Compromises, p. 221. 
309 The final court ruling on the case discussed in this paragraph offers evidence of Marlén Bascuñán’s links with 
Jaime Cirer Menenteau, Jorge Jamett Escobar, and Daniel Palma Robledo, all of whom were very close to Reinoso. 
See “Marlén Bascuñán y otros,” Proceso 57-1950, Libro de Sentencias 1951, Tomo IV, fs. 25vta-43, AJS. It is highly 
likely that Bascuñan and Reinoso also knew each other well. Like Marlén, Reinoso lived most of his life in La Legua, 
where he had a shoemaker’s workshop. See Nicolás Acevedo, “Un mundo nuevo contra el fascismo. Las Juventudes 
Comunistas en tiempos del Frente Popular (1937-1942),” in Rolando Álvarez and Manuel Loyola, eds., Un trébol de 
cuatro hojas. Las Juventudes Comunistas de Chile en el siglo XX, Santiago: Ariadna Ediciones, 2014, p. 72. 
310 The explosion of this arms cache caught the attention of the media, which asked for renewed vigilance against the 
PCCH, and led the United States embassy in Santiago to report to the State Department. See, e.g., “Discovery of 
communist arms cache,” Despatch from Embassy Santiago to Department of State, December 4, 1950, Record Group 
59, Decimal Files, 1950-1954, Box 3315, NARA II; El Mercurio, November 24, 1950, 3er cuerpo, p. 35, “Rebrote de 
actividades comunistas quedó al descubierto en explosión de una bomba”; El Mercurio, November 25, 1950, 3er 
cuerpo, p. 45, “Arsenal y centro de propaganda comunista había en Población la Legua.” 
311 El Mercurio, November 29, 2000, “Amarga experiencia.” On November 25, El Mercurio narrated the events that 
took place on November 23, 1950, in a regular section called “Hace 50 años,” which draws on news published by the 
same newspaper 50 years earlier. Right-wing civil engineer Eduardo Boestch sent a letter to El Mercurio after reading 
this note. His letter, published under the heading “Amarga experiencia,” corrected some factual information published 
by the newspaper and added more information on the case. 
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have ostracized the Bascuñáns and the Carvajals for trying out direct-action tactics. Reinosistas, it 
seems, were truly “enemies of the party.” 
 It is difficult to gauge the consequences that the PCCH’s internal striving and political turns 
had on party members, but Marlén Bascuñán’s personal history suggests that coping with political 
breakups must have been difficult, given the commitment of entire families to political activism 
and the tightness of party networks in certain neighborhoods. Marlén Bascuñán came from a highly 
politicized family. His own name was a contraction of Marx and Lenin, and his brother was called 
Octubrino in honor of the October Revolution.312 Marlén and Octubrino were the sons of José 
Bascuñán Zurita, a party leader who disappeared under mysterious circumstances—most likely 
killed by the police—in 1934, and Mercedes Carvajal, a very active communist woman who had 
several communist siblings.313 Mercedes always “accompanied and seconded” her husband in his 
political activities, as she put it in a 1937 interview with the communist press, titled “My children 
and I remain committed to the cause for which my compañero sacrificed himself.”314 Also in 1937, 
the communist press highlighted the greetings the Bascuñán brothers sent to Party president Elías 
Lafertte, “the biggest friend of children and champion of our interests.”315 Mercedes explained in 
the 1937 commemorative interview that “[my husband] loved his children dearly, and he devoted 
                                                 
312 On politically-inspired names in twentieth-century Chile, see Alfonso Salgado, “Antroponimia leninista: Santiago 
de Chile, 1914-1973,” in Elisa Silva et alter, eds., Seminario Simon Collier 2009, Santiago: Instituto de Historia de la 
Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, 2010. 
313 Frente Único, 2nd week of July 1935, pp. 1, 4, “¿Se repite un asesinato semejante al del maestro Anabalón Aedo?”; 
Some of the Carvajal siblings active in the PCCH were Segundo, Federico, and Neldina. See Frente Popular, January 
21, 1937, p. 2, “Falleció Neldina Carvajal”; “Nómina de cabecillas comunista residentes en Santiago,” c. April 15, 
1932, Fondo MINT, vol. 8147, ARNAD. 
314 Frente Popular, June 18, 1937, p. 12, “‘Yo y mis hijos permanecemos fiel a la causa por la que se sacrificó mi 
compañero.’” 
315 Frente Popular, August 16, 1937, “Lafertte y los niños.”  
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to them every minute he could spare from his activities in order to instill the noble ideas of social 
justice in them.” She expanded on the political socialization of her children—who accompanied 
their father to political demonstrations and learned revolutionary poems and songs from him—and 
then went on to say: “Naturally, children educated in that way… think that the day will come in 
which their father will be avenged by the people he loved so deeply, and that they will be self-
sacrificing fighters like their father.”316 
The Bascuñán brothers grew up to become self-sacrificing fighters, indeed. In mid-1946, 
during the Duhalde vice presidency, the young communists’ magazine Mundo Nuevo denounced 
the beating of seventeen-year-old Marlén by intelligence agents. By then, Marlén was a proud 
member of the Communist Youth in Santiago’s San Miguel district.317 Marlén and Octubrino grew 
up and lived in La Legua neighborhood, one of the strongholds of the PCCH in San Miguel. There, 
the Bascuñán brothers met and married the Mendoza sisters, who were also raised by a politically 
committed family. Marlén married Rosa Mendoza in the late 1940s, and Octubrino married 
Graciela Mendoza in 1950, shortly before the explosion. Both couples lived only a few houses 
away, in the same street where a brother of the Mendoza sisters—who also was involved in the 
handling of the explosives—lived. One can only imagine the emotional consequences that 
expulsion and denial had for a cradle communist like Marlén, whose family, friend, and neighbor 
networks paralleled those of the PCCH very closely. 
                                                 
316 Frente Popular, June 18, 1937, p. 12, “‘Yo y mis hijos permanecemos fiel a la causa por la que se sacrificó mi 
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Marlén Bascuñán was one among several second-generation communists who confronted 
the González Videla administration. Another one was Vladimiro Tobar, whose name also speaks 
of the political sympathies of his parents.318 The oldest son of a very poor family of eight children, 
Tobar joined the JJCC when he was only twelve. The police detained him on February 18, 1949, 
when he was seventeen, for leading a desfile relámpago, or swift demonstration, through the streets 
of downtown Santiago. These demonstrations organized by the JJCC during the González Videla 
administration lasted only a few minutes and usually ended with the demonstrators running into 
hiding. Tobar was unfortunately captured, and the judge condemned him to one hundred and fifty 
days of confinement.319 This did not diminish Tobar’s passion for politics or weaken his ties to the 
young communists’ organization. Unlike the Bascuñán brothers, Tobar remained active in the 
JJCC, well embedded in party networks. He met his future wife in the JJCC, after coming back 
from confinement. He married her in 1951 and fathered two children with politically revealing 
names as well: Luis Emilio, after party founder Luis Emilio Recabarren; and Mónica Ethel, after 
communist martyr Ethel Rosenberg. He died from a police shot in 1960, while participating in a 
protest with his wife and children. Tragedy continued to haunt this family. After the 1973 military 
coup, Luis Emilio was detained, tortured, and expelled from the country.320 
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Communist intellectual and party leader Orlando Millas, who suffered confinement in 
Codpa during these years, reflected on his memoirs, published posthumously in 1993: “I have been 
jailed, confined, or underground and without means of subsistence several times. Then, it was [my 
wife] Adriana who had to support the household by herself.” Millas linked his own good luck to 
the supposedly matriarchal nature of Chilean families. He then added, drawing upon the 
politically-loaded concepts of rearguard and vanguard analyzed in the previous chapter: “If I was 
able to devote myself entirely to the social struggle… it was because the rearguard was always 
assured by Adriana, who took care of the subsistence and education of the children.” He concluded 
his reflections by conceptualizing the PCCH in the following terms: “The Communist Party of 
Chile developed not only through its organic cellular structure, but also on a human level as a big 
network of families.”321 
Millas’s conceptualization of the PCCH was not very innovative. It drew on traditional 
representations of communist parties as big and harmonious families and of the PCCH as a political 
organization well-integrated into Chilean society thanks to its distinctly working-class 
membership. Despite the party’s self-image, its “big network of families” was not as vast or as 
reliable as the party leadership claimed. Certainly, most party members belonged to families that 
were not nearly as embedded in party networks as the Bascuñáns in Santiago’s San Miguel district 
or the Gallegos in Osorno. And, as the case of the Bascuñáns makes clear, sometimes even the 
most embedded communists drifted apart from the PCCH. Political persecution led thousands of 
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PCCH members to renounce communist activism. The decision to go underground or abandon the 
PCCH rested mainly on party members, most of them working men, but the stance of women also 
had an impact. Some wives forced their husbands to abandon political activism. Others endured 
the ordeal without ever complaining. Still others actively supported their husbands’ activism even 
after suffering the most horrendous misfortunes. As Millas himself admitted, his lifelong political 
career depended to a large extent on his wife’s help and support. This chapter has studied the high 
personal costs of communist activism in a period of acute persecution, touching upon the 
experience of women and children as well. The following chapter studies the personal costs of 
communist activism in a less turbulent yet equally intense period, paying special attention to the 
difficult experience of wives and children of communist cadres. It shows that, for cadres at least, 





The Party Comes First: 
Combining Family Life with a Career in Politics (1952-1973) 
 
  
“Zarzal,” a twenty-one-year-old husband and father, had been a communist member for six 
months and a local leader for two when he sent a letter to the editors of the JJCC’s magazine 
Ramona asking for life advice. He explained in his letter that he was married to a lousy wife, who 
did not take care of the house properly and did not give him the love he needed. His decision to 
support Salvador Allende’s revolutionary government by joining the communists had placed 
further strain on the relationship. “I have to leave my home for two or three [extra] hours every 
day due to the tasks that I have been assigned, but I don’t neglect my home. However, my wife 
complains that I neglect her and her indifference [toward me] has increased so much that she now 
denies me sex.” Zarzal tried different strategies to resolve the impasse. He behaved more tenderly, 
performed some domestic tasks, and even abandoned political activism for a while. The situation 
did not improve. His wife remained indifferent, even hostile. “[H]er only excuse is the neglect that 
I’ve shown her for devoting myself to politics.” The couple had discussed ending the relationship, 
and Zarzal asked the editor whether he should give up on his marriage.322 
This was not the first letter published in Ramona that discussed marital conflicts between 
a communist husband and his wife. A month earlier, twenty-two-year-old Alicia vented her 
frustrations in another letter. She was married to, and had two children with, a young communist. 
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She explained that she shared her husband’s political ideas and voted for the communists, “but 
first, for me, comes my home, husband, and daughters, whom I adore.” During the couple’s five 
years of marriage, her husband had already given her hints that politics, not family, was his priority. 
“[H]e has gone to meetings, seminars, congresses, etc., and his little daughters and I have been 
pushed aside. At first, I saw no problem with him having his [political] ideas, but he is more 
concerned for the Jota [JJCC] and the PC[CH] than for his home.” The husband’s absences from 
home grew longer as he rose in the organization’s hierarchy. “That’s the problem I have. I’m 
always alone, since he is never at home. First it was days, then weeks, now months.” When the 
husband told her that he now had to leave the country for an entire year, the couple had a huge 
fight. She asked him to set his priorities straight. “[E]nraged, I told him to choose either the trip or 
his home, wife, and daughters.” He chose the former. “Now I’m so alone, so sad, because he left 
and left me [here]. My marriage has failed. I’m considering letting him free, so he can go on 
pursuing his ideals once he comes back [to the country] and not be burdened by me.”323 
This chapter focuses on the competing demands of political activism and family life. My 
argument is two-fold. I argue, first, that finding the right balance between these demands eluded a 
great number of communists. For the most devoted party members, who remained active 
throughout their adult lives and assumed leadership positions, the party often took precedence over 
the family. Spouses and children ended up paying the price of husbands’ revolutionary zeal. The 
second part of the argument maintains that these were not personal failures, or at least not entirely. 
These were failures of the PCCH as an organization. The party tried to promote the enhancement 
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of family wellbeing and took responsibility for the families of party members, but it failed to meet 
the standard it set for itself. The party was well aware of the tension between political work and 
family life, and it devised some mechanisms to try and solve the problems caused by excessive 
political work. Instead of acknowledging the true magnitude of the problem, however, the party 
claimed that political work and family life were easily compatible and demanded that members 
excel in both arenas. 
This chapter focuses on the period from 1952 to 1973, the time when Chilean communism 
reached its height. González Videla’s viciously anti-communist government ended in 1952, and 
the PCCH recovered its right to participate in public affairs in 1958. Party membership grew 
steadily thereafter, and so did the party’s share of the electorate.324 The growth was particularly 
pronounced after the 1970 presidential elections. Communists, socialists, and a few other smaller 
parties came together to form the Popular Unity coalition, which backed Salvador Allende in 1970. 
Allende’s triumph inaugurated a period of experimentation in democratic socialism, cut short by 
a military coup on September 11, 1973. Although the Popular Unity does not receive special 
treatment in this chapter, these three years of intense political activism exacerbated the inherent 
tensions studied in this chapter. The party called on all members to participate in as many fronts 
                                                 
324 By the time of the 1973 coup party leaders claimed that the PCCH had over two hundred thousand members. The 
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on party members before the coup dates from 1969, when the PCCH had sligthly over sixty thousand members. For a 
detailed analysis of the party’s membership during these years, see Furci, El Partido Comunista de Chile, pp. 46, 166-
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as they could in order to defend the revolution, especially after the opposition started a cycle of 
protests and counter-protests.325 
How to balance political and domestic responsibilities has been a long-standing problem 
for communism, which preceded the years studied here and has never been fully resolved, either 
in theory (by the PCCH) or in practice (by PCCH members). What makes the period studied in 
this chapter special is the conspicuousness of the problem. It is not that political activism became 
more demanding in and of itself, but rather that the problem of balancing political activism and 
family life was identified as a central issue by the PCCH. Family life and family time became 
increasingly important ideas in these years globally.326 The PCCH embraced these ideas. It 
conceptualized domestic duties as political duties to remind members of the organization’s 
commitment to family. Family members felt empowered to make claims to the paterfamilias 
regarding time spent at home, distribution of household chores, and allocation of family resources. 
Some spouses took advantage of the disciplinary bodies of the PCCH to gain leverage in marital 
disputes. This chapter draws heavily on the recollections of wives and children of communists. By 
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reformistas y revolucionarios. Una historia oral de la izquierda chilena en la época de la Unidad Popular, Santiago: 
Ediciones Documentas, 1992; Joaquín Fermandois, La revolución inconclusa. La izquierda chilena y el gobierno de 
la Unidad Popular, Santiago: Centro de Estudios Públicos, 2013; Tanya Harmer, Allende’s Chile and the Inter-
American Cold War, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011; Julio Pinto et alter, eds., Cuando hicimos 
historia. La experiencia de la Unidad Popular, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2005; Power, Right-Wing Women in Chile; 
Arturo Valenzuela, Breakdown of Democratic Regimes: Chile, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978; 
Winn, Weavers of the Revolution; Peter Winn, La revolución chilena, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2013; Francisco 
Zapata, ed., Frágiles suturas. Chile a treinta años del gobierno de Salvador Allende, Ciudad de México: El Colegio 
de México, 2003. 
326 See, e.g., Field, Private Life and Communist Morality in Khrushchev’s Russia; Steven Gelber, “Do-It-Yourself: 
Constructing, Repairing and Maintaining Domestic Masculinity,” American Quarterly 49, 1, 1997; Laura King, 
Family Men: Fatherhood and Masculinity in Britain, c.1914-1960, New York: Oxford University Press, 2015; Jessica 
Weiss, “Making Room for Fathers: Men, Women, and Parenting in the United States, 1945-1980,” in Laura McCall 
and Donald Yacovone, eds., A Shared Experience: Men, Women, and the History of Gender, New York: New York 
University Press, 1998. 
180 
 
so doing, it examines family life at the intersection of party discourse and personal experience, 
where expectations meet reality. 
Although the PCCH demanded great sacrifice from all members, this chapter focuses on 
the subset of members that made the greatest sacrifices—the cadres—and limits the discussion to 
men. A cadre is a member who has received some form of political training and holds some sort 
of leadership position. This distinguishes a cadre from the mass of rank-and-file members. The 
term cadre, admittedly vague, encompasses a variety of members in leadership positions. To make 
subtler distinctions, the following pages sometimes differentiate between three types of cadres: 
those who worked regular jobs and held leading posts in local party bodies, labor unions, or 
neighborhood associations in their spare time, hereafter referred to as non-professional cadres; 
those who devoted themselves entirely to political activities and helped run the party apparatus on 
a daily basis, commonly referred to as party functionaries; and those who represented the party in 
public office, hereafter referred to as public leaders.327 The peculiarity of communist activism is 
better illustrated in the figure of the party functionary—the quasi mythical full-time, professional 
revolutionary willing to sacrifice his personal life for the organization, who has long fascinated 
scholars328—but being even a non-professional cadre demanded immense dedication, time, and 
personal sacrifice. 
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A caveat is in order before proceeding. This chapter focuses on male cadres, but being a 
cadre was not a role restricted to men. Women participated in every level of leadership in the 
party’s hierarchy, although they often faced greater obstacles climbing the ladder.329 Like male 
cadres, female cadres had trouble balancing private and public responsibilities. Finding the right 
balance was even more challenging for female cadres, since social conventions made women the 
main person responsible for the household and the children. To quote an emotional oral-history 
interview with Dolores and María Victoria, the two daughters of Julieta Campusano, 
communism’s public female face: “Saturday and Sunday, when she wasn’t in meetings, she had 
to do the laundry and clean the house.” Dolores, who uttered these words, grew up loving her 
mother, but pleading unsuccessfully for her attention. She felt neglected. María Victoria 
experienced less trauma, but she shared her sister’s overall assessment. According to her, 
Campusano’s love for politics came at the exclusion of everything else. “At some [specific] 
moment she gave up everything for party work, everything,” María Victoria elaborated. “Party 
work came first, above anything else. And her daughters came second, and her husband came 
third.”330 
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Being a responsible spouse and parent had been an important component of the party’s 
discourse on propriety since the popular front years, but it only became enshrined as a party duty 
in the PCCH’s Constitution of 1962. As Chapter 1 explained, Article 8 of the 1939 Constitution 
mandated that party members make the acts of their private and public lives fit the principles of 
the organization. This article, subsequently ratified in the 1945 Constitution, informed the 
members’ understanding of their duties for years to come, although the difficult conditions under 
which the PCCH operated after González Videla’s turn to the right made almost impossible to 
enforce the party’s regulations. The recovery of full legality in 1958 led the PCCH to discuss 
constitutional matters once again. The 1958 Constitution did not include the aforementioned 
article, but the constitutions approved in 1962, 1965, and 1969 reintroduced the article in spirit 
and added several specifications. A party member now had the duty to “stick to the principles of 
communist morality in his [or her] public and private life, watch over the proper education of his 
[or her] children, [and] be an example at home and a good comrade with neighbors and 
coworkers.”331 
This new statutory mandate was occasionally brought to the members’ attention in party 
meetings and internal bulletins. A look into these meetings and bulletins will help go beyond 
constitutional mandates. Speeches delivered in party meetings are not easy to come by, but a talk 
on communist morality delivered by José Pino—the pseudonym of central committee member 
José Eidelstein—to some mid-level cadres was later published in the party’s theoretical magazine 
Principios. Pino’s talk discussed, for the most part, the corrupting effects of capitalist society on 
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party members, echoing the discourse of moral reform examined in Chapter 1. Pino also called on 
communists to establish healthy family relationships and be responsible at home. He argued that 
the same dedication members showed for the party, they should show for their families. “There 
are compañeros who are willing to give their lives for the Party… But some of them show no 
devotion to, and are incapable of the smallest sacrifice for, their compañeras and children.” Pino 
asked members to apply themselves to both the party and the family with the same degree of 
devotion, without seeing a conflict between these competing demands. When discussing the 
irresponsibility of party members at home, for example, he mentioned that sometimes there 
“occurs a contradiction, artificially created, between the duties demanded by the struggle and Party 
activity and the duties of providing for the family.” The key term here is “artificially created,” 
which implies a false problem.332 
The tone of the speeches delivered at party meetings and the texts published in internal 
bulletins was often peremptory. Take a piece in Vida del Partido, a short-lived bulletin published 
by the PCCH’s National Committee of Organization to further orient party members. This piece 
acknowledged that the members’ devotion to the cause often posed problems in the domestic 
realm. It began by praising the members’ “heroic and selfless work” in favor of the party. “His [or 
her] spirit of self-sacrifice itself,” the piece went on to add, “leads him [or her] to be absent from 
the home most of the time.” This absence had many negative consequences. Children of absent 
communist parents, for example, grew up without the proper parental guidance and the “necessary 
daily affection.” The piece then asked whether party activism could in any way justify negligence. 
The question was rhetorical. The answer was emphatic. This situation could not be tolerated: 
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“Being overwhelmed by party work does not free our comrades from the obligation to take care of 
all their family’s problems.”333 
The peremptory tone of these documents does not indicate that family duties ranked high 
on the party’s list of priorities. A brief excerpt from a 1949 short story by award winning writer 
José Miguel Varas might help understand this apparent conundrum. The narrator of the story is a 
communist cadre—perhaps Varas himself—with few vices, who chooses not to join his friends for 
a poker party. “I’ve never liked poker,” the interior monologue begins. “Almost no game [of 
chance] grabs my attention. Before, in Santiago, I used to go to the horse racing track on Sundays, 
but that was many years ago, before becoming a [communist] member. Now, there’s always a 
demonstration, an event, a meeting, or something.” The protagonist’s interior monologue brings 
to light the paradox of a political organization that expected members to participate in an endless 
stream of activities and occasionally reprimanded them from failing to take proper care of their 
families: “Every now and then a document arrives [saying] that it’s intolerable that members do 
not devote even a day to their homes, etc.” As the monologue suggests, the peremptory documents 
analyzed above were issued intermittently, only to be buried by more pressing matters. Calls to 
participate in activities organized by the PCCH—demonstrations, meetings, and so on—were 
much more frequent and loud. Family duties might have been political duties, but they were never 
political priorities.334 
The greatest problem with the PCCH’s approach is that while sometimes acknowledging 
the difficulty of balancing party and family duties, the organization always chose to shift the 
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responsibility to the members. This can be easily appreciated in the two documents discussed 
above. “Sometimes,” Pino mentioned in his talk, “[the members] have a lot of theoretical 
knowledge and are very capable of performing Party tasks, but they have little knowledge of, and 
are irresponsible about, their matrimonial duties.” The problem, according to this formulation, was 
either insufficient family knowledge or outright irresponsibility on the part of the members.335 The 
piece in Vida del Partido was even blunter: “To accumulate responsibility after responsibility, 
without leaving any time for family matters, shows a lack of ideological maturity of the member.” 
Instead of admitting that the requirement to excel in both the domestic and political realms was 
not easy to fulfill, Vida del Partido chose to blame the members for their shortcomings. The piece 
did assign some degree of blame to party bodies for failing to distribute the tasks more evenly and 
aid the members, but the responsibility extended only to the lower echelons of the party’s 
bureaucracy. The validity of the ideal was never called into question.336  
 
The Cult of the Family 
 Family loomed large in the communist imagination. News about the fate of the family in 
socialist countries abounded in the Chilean communist press, especially in the period under 
consideration. The dominant narrative asserted that the institution of the family did not wither 
away but instead thrived under communism. Different types of articles promoted this idea. In a 
normal month in the 1960s, a reader of the party newspaper might have read about family law in 
the Soviet Union, the budget of a working-class family in the German Democratic Republic, the 
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new opportunities for women and children in Cuba, and the intimate life of Soviet cosmonaut 
Valentina Tereshkova. Some of the pieces published in the press were the result of propaganda 
produced abroad. Others were written in Chile, arguably with very limited firsthand knowledge. 
Both types of pieces often included images, tables, and other non-text objects that served as proof 
of the existence of such a worldly utopia. 
Besides idealized depictions of family life in socialist countries, the communist press also 
published hundreds of biographical pieces on Chilean leaders that touched upon family matters. 
These pieces tended to portray leaders—especially important public leaders and candidates to 
public office—as good spouses and parents, sometimes quite graphically. The inclusion of 
photographs of leaders at home, surrounded by their spouses and children, was not uncommon. 
Families often posed in front of the camera, so the pictures resemble the family portraits that fill 
family albums or hang in living rooms.337 The photographers who accompanied the journalists 
also took casual pictures of the interviewee’s family. Family members can thus be seen talking to 
each other, eating dinner, or laughing. Occasionally, pictures featured leaders carrying out minor 
domestic chores. For example, one picture of Elías Lafertte published the week of his death showed 
him sweeping the floor. The caption made explicit what the picture suggested. “Elías Lafertte liked 
carrying out some domestic tasks. This photograph shows him proudly: it captures him sweeping 
the sidewalk outside his house, one of his morning tasks.”338 
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Secretary General Luis Corvalán received the greatest attention from the communist press. 
Structural and contingent factors contributed to this. On the one hand, communist parties are 
hierarchical organizations that tend to rely heavily on the main party leader, a dimension of 
communism well captured by the concept of “the cult of personality” or “the cult of the 
individual.”339 On the other hand, the democratization of Chilean politics also propelled Corvalán 
into the public spotlight. Corvalán served as Secretary General in a much more hospitable 
environment than his predecessor, Galo González, who led the organization during a period of 
intermittent persecution and avoided the public eye. Corvalán, who assumed the main post shortly 
after Galo González’s death in February 1958, played no minor role in changing this environment. 
He delivered a forceful eulogy in González’s funeral, attended by thousands of members and quite 
a few journalists. During the speech, he defiantly declared that the dark years of outlaw status were 
over. The PCCH, he claimed, had earned its right to exist de facto and would soon earn it de jure 
as well. His words proved prescient. Congress abolished the Law of Permanent Defense of 
Democracy within a year, and the PCCH became a legal political organization once again. 
Corvalán’s personal characteristics also contributed to his prominence in the press. He was 
affable and witty, and he knew how to play to his strengths. He often used popular sayings in 
public speeches, and he did not shy away from using colloquialisms in more formal contexts either. 
He crafted a likable public persona. Party journalists often called him “don Lucho,” a nickname 
that made the Secretary General and senator seem approachable. This public image differed from 
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that of the circumspect party leaders of other times. Secretary Generals Carlos Contreras Labarca 
(1931-46) and Galo González (1948-58) cultivated a much more serious public persona. Perhaps 
more importantly, Corvalán unashamedly embraced his public role as party leader. He opened the 
doors of his family home wide to the burgeoning family of communist members. To quote the 
approving remarks of another party leader in the mid-1970s: “Corvalán’s life, his home life, his 
marital life, has not been a life that can be considered private. Rather, he talks about it to the rest 
[of the party members] as if in a big family.”340 
 The following paragraphs argue that Corvalán’s cult of the individual was also a cult of the 
family, a highly politicized and peculiar male version of the cult of domesticity. A constant stream 
of news and images portrayed the leader as a modest, home-loving, family man.341 The cult helped 
communism project an appealing outward image. Inwardly, it also served a normative purpose. 
The Secretary General was a moral exemplar to be admired and imitated. Here, the focus is on 
some of the normative aspects of this cult. The analysis is based on a book-length interview 
published in 1972 by the Popular Unity’s publishing house Quimantú and three press interviews 
published at different times in different outlets controlled by the PCCH: the tabloid Vistazo (1963), 
the newspaper El Siglo (1969), and the women’s magazine Paloma (1973).342 Only the piece 
published in Paloma focused exclusively on Corvalán’s intimate life. The rest merely alluded to 
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Corvalán’s intimate life while the Secretary General discussed party politics or current affairs. 
Although the piece published in Paloma will be quoted more than the rest on account of its 
richness, the following paragraphs contend that the seemingly innocent family allusions of the 
other pieces were part of a deliberate effort to portray the public man as a family man. 
The depiction of Corvalán as a family man can easily be glimpsed from the family pictures 
that accompanied the text of the interviews and the home settings described in these texts. The 
party newspaper, El Siglo, grew both in the bulk and in the variety of images throughout the 1950s 
and 1960s. The Corvalán family figured prominently in this newspaper, particularly after 1958. It 
is not an exaggeration to say that, in the party newspaper, the Corvaláns had a family album of 
their own. Indeed, as recorded in one of the press interviews under analysis, one of his daughters 
shouted: “Look, the baby from the picture is me!” while browsing through old issues of El Siglo 
that Corvalán had in his home, bound in book form.343 Family pictures of the Corvaláns were even 
more frequent in magazines, given the nature of the medium. The piece in Paloma, for example, 
included several images, each of them with an explanatory caption. 
The text of the four interviews analyzed here described Corvalán at home. Journalists chose 
to describe him in this cozy environment when writing up their interviews even though some of 
the interviews were conducted in more than one place. Vistazo’s interview, for example, took place 
in a variety of places over five consecutive days, but the journalist quoted Corvalán as speaking 
from his home, surrounded by his wife and children. “With [his two-year-old daughter] María 
Victoria in his arms, Corvalán speaks about the discrepancies between the Chinese and the world 
communist movement. His wife interrupts him to let him know that lunch is served. ‘Now you’ll 
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know what good food is, compañero. No one cooks better than my wife,’ Corvalán says.”344 
Similarly, the book-length interview published in 1972 was the result of a dozen conversations 
spanning over a year, not always in the same place. Yet the book’s preface situated the leader in 
his house, alongside “friends, in-laws, nephews, nieces, sons, and daughters [who] also participate 
in an intense family life here.”345 
 The communist press portrayed Corvalán as a loving husband and caring father through 
different textual strategies. Vistazo’s journalist achieved this subtly, integrating small domestic 
details into the narrative. The magazine’s male journalist followed the interviewee from his 
workplace to his home, mentioning that Corvalán bought firewood on his way home. Once he 
arrived, the reporter noted, the leader tied his little daughter’s shoes and asked his wife about the 
child’s health.346 Other journalists were more direct. El Siglo’s young male journalist, for example, 
asked Corvalán whether he thought he was a good husband. Corvalán redirected the question to 
his wife, who replied: “We’ve been married for twenty-two years and I would marry Lucho today 
all over again.” The journalist inquired then whether Corvalán was a good father. He asked him 
whether he disciplined his children by spanking them, to which several children shouted: 
“Never.”347 The piece in Paloma delved further into Corvalán the husband and father. For this 
interview, a female journalist asked several questions to both Corvalán and his wife in front of 
their teenage children. Corvalán’s wife described herself as “happy and fulfilled,” adding: “I have 
a great compañero, and after twenty-six years of marriage we still love each other as much as the 
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first day.” Corvalán corrected her: “Not as much, but more.” The children blushed. The journalist 
praised the couple for their affectionate remarks: “It’s hard to find people who express their 
feelings openly, without shame!” Like El Siglo’s journalist, Paloma’s journalist also quoted the 
children, who confirmed the tenderness of the parents. One of the children added: “And neither of 
them has ever been absent from the home, despite the many responsibilities they have outside the 
home.”348 
 Corvalán served as a role model because he was able to balance political and familial 
duties. When a journalist asked Corvalán whether his public life was as exhausting and time-
consuming as people imagined, the leader responded negatively. “I live a pretty normal life, like 
any ordinary person. It’s very unusual that I lunch or dine away from home, and there is no excess 
of meetings or problems to attend to.” Two reasons explained this—one structural, the other 
sentimental. First, the party had an understanding attitude toward its cadres and a collective 
leadership, or so argued Corvalán. “The other reason is that I frankly love my home. There needs 
to be a very powerful political reason for me to miss a meal at home with my family.”349 The idea 
of Secretary General Corvalán as a normal guy who ate every meal at home became a common 
trope. Several other interviews alluded to this image, which was usually presented as proof of his 
commitment to his family. Corvalán’s wife put it in the following terms in one of these interviews: 
“Public men pay a high price… Nevertheless, Lucho has always given himself the time to talk to 
his children, ask them about their studies and even about their boyfriends and girlfriends. And he 
comes home to eat lunch every day, with very few exceptions.”350 
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 The constant references to Corvalán’s home meals open up several questions, two of which 
merit further discussion. One related to mealtime, the other related to the time spent cooking these 
meals. Corvalán pointed out that he ate his meals at home to portray himself as a family man, but 
these meals were not exclusively a family affair. Corvalán often invited outside guests—party 
comrades, political allies, foreign visitors—to the table, so family dinners resembled informal 
dinner meetings.351 The PCCH praised the openness of Corvalán’s house, for it made the value of 
communist solidarity tangible. On another level, the openness of the house also helped render the 
bourgeois divide between private and public meaningless. The problems posed by this conflation 
are apparent. Press interviews, for example, like many other informal responsibilities someone in 
Corvalán’s position had, were usually conducted in between appointments, “‘stealing time’ from 
meetings, using even lunch time,” in a limbo that was neither work time nor family time.352 The 
point is not about mealtime itself, but about the porous boundaries between work time and family 
time. Given that Corvalán brought his work home, family time was not precisely quality time, that 
is, time spent in giving family members one’s undivided attention. 
 The second question raised by the constant references to Corvalán’s home meals relates to 
the issue of domestic labor—the unpaid work performed by women in the home. As explained 
above, Corvalán took pride in his wife’s cooking skills and often mentioned, with a strange sense 
of pride as well, that he ate both lunch and dinner at home. Corvalán had extensive cooking 
knowledge and was very demanding about these meals.353 This surfaced in Paloma’s piece. One 
of Corvalán’s daughters described him as “mañoso,” Chilean slang for fussy or finicky, because, 
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she said, he only liked eating seafood, to which “man-of-the-house-Luis-Corvalán” replied by 
listing recipes and praising the many ways seafood can be cooked. Corvalán’s wife took a more 
benevolent approach and said affectionately: “My old man is so pampered [regalón]. I have to 
follow him everywhere. He gets mad if I don’t go with him, because he likes me cooking for 
him.”354 Corvalán’s wife might have been referring to trips abroad. She sometimes accompanied 
Corvalán to the Soviet Union and cooked him traditional Chilean meals, because he never got used 
to the Soviet cuisine. She enjoyed indulging him, but cooking Chilean meals in the USSR was no 
easy feat and demanded a lot of her time.355 As discussed at greater length in Chapter 2, the 
domestic labor performed by the wives of communist men was key in enabling the activism of 
these revolutionaries. 
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Image 4: The Corvalán family 





Image 5: Luis Corvalán and wife Lily Castillo 




Enforcing the Rules 
 The Control Commission, whose early years have been analyzed in Chapter 1, was the 
PCCH’s hallmark mechanism to force members to comply with the duty of being an example at 
home. The commission experienced some noticeable transformations during this period. Some of 
the changes began as early as the mid-1940s, after the purges of the early 1940s, when the 
commission was renamed Cadres and Control Commission. This new name better emphasized the 
commission’s two main roles: the control of the private and public behavior of all members; and 
the education, development, and promotion of those worthy of becoming cadres.356 In other words, 
the commission now focused not only on controlling behavior but also on personal development. 
This emphasis on the development of the cadres eventually led to a new understanding of the cadre 
itself. According to an interviewee familiarized with the role of the commission in the early 1970s, 
“a cadre is a revolutionary leader who the party has to educate, take care of, protect, and 
promote.”357  
Starting in the mid-1940s, the commission concerned itself with the cadres’ personal 
wellbeing. The party’s theoretical magazine Principios began to discuss the need to help cadres 
by providing their families with sufficient economic, medical, and logistical aid. If cadres—
especially party functionaries—had enough financial security not to worry about their families’ 
daily subsistence, the rationale went, they would perform their work more happily and 
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efficiently.358 Whether these guidelines were actually followed is another issue. Anecdotal 
evidence suggests that party functionaries who bargained for a better salary received little more 
than the standard rate.359 The problem was structural. The organization could underpay its 
employees because they felt a sense of mission and gratitude, which the party always helped to 
foment. Those who were offered the opportunity to become a party functionary felt honored by 
the proposal, and the most loyal of them accepted the offer despite the sacrifices it entailed. Being 
a party functionary was “the most sublime profession someone could aspire to.”360 
The commission also concerned itself with the amount of work performed by cadres. 
Regional commissions were even supposed to help cadres organize their time, so they could fulfill 
both their party and family duties. According to advice published in Principios, cadres should 
delegate tasks among members and promote collective work. “When the tasks allow it, a healthy 
distraction or coming home early will help him maintain good health.” The purpose of this piece 
of advice might have been noble, but even here family time was conceptualized as a party duty 
that could not be shirked: “The cadre, like any other member must take advantage of any 
opportunity he [or she] has to spend time with his [or her] family.”361 The commission offered few 
helpful clues about how to solve the dilemma of balancing family life and political work. Its stated 
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interest in diminishing the cadres’ work overload amounted to little in the face of the party’s 
frequent calls to participate in an endless stream of activities.362 
Besides focusing on the cadres’ development, the Cadres and Control Commission 
understood its role regarding the issue of control somewhat differently in these years. The 
emphasis was now on transforming, not expelling, the members who committed faults. The shift 
became more pronounced after Galo González’s death in 1958, when some party leaders criticized 
privately the excesses committed by the commission in previous decades. The sanction of 
expelling a party member was increasingly conceived as a last resort measure. The public shaming 
that often accompanied expulsions in the 1940s was now reserved for important leaders who 
publicly defied the party’s line. Javier, a former young communist who led one of the JJCC’s 
cadres and control regional commissions in the early 1970s, explained in an oral-history interview 
that the goal was to talk members into amending their behavior. He recalled expelling only one 
member—for misappropriation of funds, not sexual misconduct or family misbehavior—during 
the two or three years he led this regional body.363  
Even the procedures of the investigations into the members’ public and private lives 
changed. The people in charge of these investigations were advised to “be flexible and friendly” 
and carry investigations “with the greatest care,” searching for solutions rather than passing 
judgment. “The member of a Cadres and Control Commission can never forget that he [or she] is 
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not a judge of the bourgeois Justice type, but a responsible compañero who tries to help [others] 
correct mistakes.”364 Carrying out investigations of this sort meant confronting members directly, 
but Javier argued that those in charge of the investigations usually had “an understanding, 
supportive attitude.” In conversations with comrades who were drinking more than they should, 
for example, Javier often asked them if everything was alright, and sometimes ended up consoling 
those who were going through rough times. Javier’s recollections are useful, but they are colored 
by his political affiliation—he was a party functionary at the moment of the interview—and 
painted too rosy a picture of the relationship between prosecutors and defendants. After all, Javier 
himself acknowledged: “I won’t deny that in some cases the old members [in charge of cadres and 
control] behaved like policemen.”365  
The Cadres and Control Commission liked to present itself as an approachable body. The 
piece in Principios quoted above, for example, recounted “a typical case of intervention in the 
private life of a member” where a non-communist wife approached the commission to complain 
about her husband’s rude behavior at home. The husband, a party cadre, admitted his mistake and 
promised to “behave as a communist, be a better man of the house, and carry out his party tasks.” 
The commission prided itself: “A home has been saved, a very responsible cadre has been 
stimulated, and a deserving woman has been made happy.”366 Saving a marriage was obviously 
not as easy as the piece suggested, and not everyone responded well to these interventions. Still, 
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enough evidence suggests that some people did approach the commission to solve personal 
problems. Marta, whose father was also a cadre and whose mother was a rank-and-file member, 
recalled laughingly in an oral-history interview: “My mother was always taking my father to 
Cadres and Control.”367 As this and other examples suggest, some women took advantage of 
normative frameworks and disciplinary methods.  
Not only wives of cadres but also female cadres mobilized these resources instrumentally 
to gain leverage in unequal partnerships or punish unfaithful husbands. Mireya Baltra, one of the 
most important female public leaders, asked for help from the commission in 1971 to end her 
husband’s extramarital affair. Baltra’s husband Reinaldo Morales operated a newsstand near the 
flower shop where Baltra’s young rival worked, and the husband seemed quite attached to this 
beautiful florist. Baltra feared for her marriage. Something needed to be done. The commission 
came up with a strange solution. They offered Morales the opportunity to study in the Soviet 
Union—an offer usually restricted to party members who showed greater political commitment—
which he reluctantly accepted. Morales stayed in the Soviet Union for about eight months and 
Baltra ended up saving her marriage, although not without first mobilizing several other political 
resources at her disposal. The fact that Baltra was an important public leader made this easier. The 
commission did help women to negotiate in marital relationships, but its achievements should not 
be overstated. Despite the commission’s interest in presenting itself as a welcoming body to 
everyone, including the non-communist wives of party members, most women who approached 
the commission were actually party members, like Marta’s mother or Baltra.368 
                                                 
367 Interview with Marta by Alfonso Salgado, Santiago, March 19, 2014. 
368 Mireya Baltra, Mireya Baltra. Del quiosco al Ministerio del Trabajo, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2014, pp. 73-75. 
201 
 
The shift from expulsions to lesser sanctions, support, and persuasion did not make the 
workings of the commission less intrusive, but rather the opposite. Communists did not like to be 
questioned about their private lives, and some did not react well to these interventions. Even Javier, 
who emphasized the cordiality of the prosecutors and the spirit of fraternity among party members, 
recalled that some responded aggressively to investigations and defended their right to privacy, 
party principles and statutory norms notwithstanding.369 Because of its very nature, the 
commission often talked members into making major decisions on very personal matters. Twenty-
eight-year-old cadre Alejandro Toro, for example, felt forced to marry his pregnant girlfriend in 
1958, even though he did not truly love her. The commission told him to do so and he feared 
expulsion. He complained in his memoirs, written decades after ending his unloving marriage: “I 
felt that there was no room to discuss other alternatives.” The line between persuasion and coercion 
was a fine one, indeed.370  
The sense of intrusiveness is apparent in the terms used by communists to refer to the 
commission and the investigations it carried out. Communists often referred to the commission as 
the cuarto oscuro, alluding to the somber room inside the PCCH’s main headquarters where the 
meetings of the national commission took place. They sometimes described the painful experience 
of being summoned to the commission as being forcibly seated in a cajón con vidrio, drawing on 
a colloquial expression—in working-class speech, to seat someone means to punish him or her.371 
The commission’s emphasis on sexual morality also led to derision. Male communists ridiculed 
the commission’s misplaced emphasis on sexuality by nicknaming the commission Comisión de 
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Cuadros y Marruecos—in Chile, “cuadros” meant underwear as well as cadres back then, and 
“marruecos” stood for the fly on their trousers.372 
The reluctant attitude of communist members towards the commission limited the power 
of its interventions. Some male interviewees argued that they did not care much about the issue of 
morality, at least not as understood by the party. A rank-and-file member remembered that a party 
leader once tried to talk to him about morality informally, while they were discussing other issues. 
The leader did not have a clean record to be preaching about the matter, and the rank-and-file 
member reminded him of that. “Everyone has their own faults. Why lie to ourselves? ‘So, let’s 
concern ourselves about more important things,’ I told him.” This rank-and-file member thought 
that the organization had no business intruding in his private affairs, and he made his point known. 
As long as he did his political work correctly, he argued, the rest was of little importance. 
Anecdotes of this kind suggest the survival of a work-based understanding of politics among rank-
and-file members that differed from the party leaders’ holistic conceptualizations of politics.373 
“The Latin Lover,” a short story by journalist and award winning writer José Miguel Varas, 
helps understand the attitude of defiance of communist men and the conflicts between communists 
of different rank when discussing issues of morality. The story narrates the love affairs of a certain 
Dantón Vidal, a journalist who worked for the party newspaper under the supervision of an 
unnamed editor—a barely fictionalized Varas—during the 1950s. The editor and Vidal had two 
conversations: one about love affairs in newspaper headquarters and the other about domestic 
violence. The former went smoothly because the editor declared himself to be “very respectful of 
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the intimate life of others” and chose not to chastise Vidal. The latter ended in a clash. The editor 
reprimanded Vidal for behaving unlike a communist, to which Vidal replied in an arrogant manner: 
“I’m already seeing you as inspector of marruecos in the Cadres and Control Commission.” The 
most revealing aspect of the exchange is the editor’s furious reaction to these words. He took them 
as an insult.374 
The success of the commission’s interventions on private matters was also limited by the 
very characteristics of the commission’s members. Those in charge of these commissions were not 
experts on family matters. The PCCH’s Constitution stipulated that the national commission be 
composed of “exemplary members” with several years of party membership—the 1958 
Constitution raised the bar from five to ten years.375 In communist lingo, to be an exemplary 
member equated to commendable behavior in both public and private, but it did not imply practical 
knowledge of family matters. When appointing people to work in the commission, the most 
important criterion was always loyalty towards the party—the years of membership were a proof 
of this loyalty. Uldarico Donaire, who led the PCCH’s Cadres and Control National Commission 
for more than a decade, was an introverted party functionary from working-class extraction. His 
specialty was definitely not family relations. He seems to have had little romantic experience 
before marrying in his thirties, and his introverted nature affected his personal relationships. The 
national commission seems to have relied on some social workers to talk to members and their 
families about particularly difficult matters, but the establishment of multidisciplinary teams of 
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social workers, psychologists, and psychiatrists did not take place until later—following the 
harrowing psychological consequences of political repression during the Pinochet dictatorship.376 
Besides their disparate knowledge and expertise regarding family matters, other personal 
characteristics of the members of the commission limited the impact of its interventions. Those in 
charge of cadres and control at the regional level often had their own ideas about the commission’s 
main role and what constituted proper behavior. Some focused their attention on the promotion 
and development of talented cadres, disregarding whether these cadres’ intimate behavior 
conformed to prudish party standards. Others paid little attention to the control of the private 
behavior of members at all. Also problematic was the fact that those who led these regional 
commissions were not always “exemplary members,” to borrow the Constitution’s lofty term.  
All of these problems are well illustrated in a case narrated in the memoirs of Humberto 
Arcos, who was in charge of one of these regional commissions when a controversy arose 
regarding the selection of a candidate for the 1973 parliamentary elections. The PCCH’s central 
committee did not want to nominate a rising communist lawyer and town councilor because “it 
was common knowledge that he maintained three homes, each with a different woman, two of 
whom he had children with.” Yet Arcos and the communists of the region considered this lawyer 
the ideal candidate. The central committee ordered Arcos to pressure the lawyer into settling with 
one of the three women, so the party could avoid a potential scandal. The problem was that Arcos, 
the man in charge of fulfilling the order, disagreed with the rationale behind the central 
committee’s decision. According to him, extramarital relationships were common. To make 
matters worse, Arcos did not feel comfortable asking for such a behavior from the lawyer given 
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his own personal record. After all, he himself had had his share of affairs. Arcos came up with an 
ingenious solution based on an old maxim. He obeyed but did not carry out the order, tricking the 
party into registering the lawyer as a candidate. The lawyer ended up winning a seat in Congress, 
where he joined a communist representative from a nearby region who “was in a similar situation, 
although everyone ‘played dumb.’”377 
 
Expectations and Experiences 
Combining family life with communist affiliation was not easy. By definition, a communist 
member was someone who accepted the program and constitution of the party, paid dues, and was 
active in party work. Since the first requirement was somewhat vague and not everyone paid their 
dues regularly, to be active in party work was considered the most important duty and came to 
define what being a communist meant. In practice, being active in party work meant belonging to 
a célula or cell—the party’s basic unit—attending the cell’s regular meetings, and carrying out the 
tasks assigned at each meeting. Meetings usually took place on weekday evenings, after work. 
They could drag on for hours, as the cells’ leading members read lengthy reports on a variety of 
issues and attendants were encouraged to speak their minds. The excessive length and monotony 
of these meetings discouraged some from remaining active.378 Besides meeting regularly, members 
carried out several tasks and participated in a great variety of activities, from selling the party 
newspaper to organizing fundraising events to campaigning for communist candidates. One of the 
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main purposes of the meetings held by the cells each week was to plan these activities and assign 
each member specific tasks for the successful completion of these activities. The members carried 
out these tasks in their free time, usually in weekday evenings. The majority of the activities, like 
the ones mentioned above, took place on weekends. The significant number of meetings, tasks, 
and activities organized by the PCCH made communist activism very demanding. Many members 
left the organization after a few years, exhausted by the requirements of party work.379 
Those who assumed leadership positions and remained active throughout their adult lives 
often neglected their families. Cadres had to fulfill both the basic duties mentioned above and the 
specific duties related to the post they held. This meant that cadres spent several evenings away 
from home. This section underlines the feelings of neglect of their wives and children. I pay 
particular attention to marital conflict, focusing on disagreements regarding time spent at home, 
money management, and distribution of household chores. My analysis is based on several case 
studies of specific families. It draws upon firsthand accounts by wives and children. These rarely 
heard voices offer a rich vantage point from which to reconsider the power of party discourses and 
analyze the interplay between expectations about, and the experience of, family life. 
Let me begin by analyzing the family lives of two non-professional cadres: Luis Alberto 
Castillo (based on an oral-history interview with his daughter Soledad conducted by a human rights 
researcher in 2012) and Francisco (based on an oral-history interview with his daughter Graciela 
conducted by myself in 2014). Both Luis Alberto and Francisco are lifelong communists born in 
the mid-1920s, who were still alive and politically active—to the extent possible, given their age—
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at the time of the interviews with their daughters. They held working-class jobs most of their lives 
and participated in their respective labor unions, which they sometimes led. Francisco married in 
the 1940s and had Graciela, his only child, in 1950. Luis Alberto married in the 1950s and had six 
children, among them Soledad, born in 1957. Their stay-at-home wives leaned toward the left and 
voted for communist candidates, but they never actually joined the PCCH or any other political 
organization. 
Both Graciela and Soledad mentioned the issue of paternal absence on their own. Graciela 
noted: “When I was little I barely saw my father… I saw him only on Sundays.” She added that 
her childhood memories of her father were scarce. She only recalled being with him at night or on 
Sundays, “because he was never there. Since he was a member of the party and of the union where 
he worked…, he was not there.”380 Soledad used similar words: “My dad, being a union leader, 
was never [present].” She said she came to this realization rather late in life, while talking with 
some of her siblings, who experienced greater emotional deprivation. “[If you would ask us] which 
was our biggest handicap, [the answer would be] it’s the lack of the father in the home. And it was 
because of the union or the party meetings.” Soledad’s father was usually absent even on Sundays, 
“because everything is done in their free time… So free time, which people normally devote to 
family, is devoted to the party.” Neither Graciela nor Soledad resented their fathers—on the 
contrary, they loved them very deeply—but they both felt the need to complain about their fathers’ 
absences from the home.381 
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The two linked paternal absence to the very dynamics of communist politics. According to 
them, their experiences as children of communists were not in any way unique. Nor were they the 
result of a failure on the part of their fathers in complying with their duties as communists, but 
rather the opposite. Their parents were absent from the home not in spite of being good, disciplined 
party members, but because they were good, disciplined party members, who lived by the party’s 
sacrificial mantra and put politics first. Asked whether she knew about other families who had also 
experienced similar problems, Soledad replied that these were common problems, “especially in 
those days. It was the system [of life] of the communists. I mean, the party absorbed you 
completely… because the priority was the party.”382 Graciela also spoke in plural: “The 
communists neglected their homes too much.” In a way, these references to other communists 
helped the two interviewees absolve their beloved fathers from their share of personal 
responsibility. If every communist made the same mistake, their fathers were not to blame. 
In the interview, Graciela struggled to come to terms with the gulf between the party’s 
discourse on family life and her own experience as the child of a communist cadre. She pointed 
out the contradiction that lies at the heart of this chapter quite explicitly, before I even had the 
chance of raising the issue: “They [the communists] had a doctrine of teaching lessons at home, of 
being exemplary as a person, but, [in their roles] as men of the house, the neglect was too much.” 
Having become a communist herself later on, Graciela was well aware of the party’s discourses 
on the importance of being a moral exemplar at home and the difficulty of fulfilling this ideal, 
given the demands of communist activism. This led her to be more critical of the dissonance 
between discourse and practice during the interview. “Sure, they used to say that they were fighting 
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for the wellbeing of the entire family, but, inside the house, things weren’t like that. I mean, the 
teachings were there, but not the presence.”383 According to her, the party’s values and ideas about 
proper family life filtered into the family’s consciousness, but the father’s absence from the home 
prevented these ideas from being realized. 
While the voices of the children of ordinary cadres are often absent from the historical 
record and need to be retrieved by oral-history interviews, Claudio Bunster (formerly Teitelboim), 
the supposed son of famous communist writer and public leader Volodia Teitelboim, spoke up 
quite passionately about his feelings to the media in 2005. Bunster had just learned that he was 
born of an affair between his mother and another man, in whose honor he changed his name. He 
strongly criticized Teitelboim in a press interview for having hidden the truth from him. The fact 
that Teitelboim had been a well-known figure before the coup transformed this matter into an issue 
of national discussion. The media stressed the secrecy and Cold War mentality of the PCCH back 
then, which buried the extramarital affair to protect the leader’s public image and punished the 
adulterous wife when she decided to terminate the marriage a decade later—she was expelled from 
the party and prevented from seeing her son on a regular basis. This emphasis partly corresponds 
to that of Bunster himself, who was enraged by a cover-up that lasted for over fifty years.384 
What is lost in the scandal, however, is Bunster’s harsh critique of Teitelboim as a (foster) 
father. Bunster stressed that he had few childhood memories of Teitelboim and described him as 
respectful but distant, if not cold. Bunster was born a few months before González Videla’s turn 
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to the right in 1947. Teitelboim, who managed to avoid confinement by going into hiding, hardly 
saw his son in the ensuing years. He only resettled with his family in 1952, when Bunster was five. 
Teitelboim failed to make up for the lost time in the years that followed. He devoted himself to 
politics as ardently as before, constantly traveling. The marriage ended in the late 1950s, when his 
wife decided to move out of the matrimonial house. “There was a very serious pending matter: 
Claudio. He was twelve and cried with anger and bewilderment,” Teitelboim narrated in the second 
of his four-volume memoirs, published a few years before Bunster’s 2005 press interview. “I asked 
him to come live with me. He declared categorically that he would live with neither his father nor 
his mother. I searched for a friends’ house.”385 Bunster went on to live with different families 
linked to the PCCH until he settled in the house of Santiago Aguirre, a communist architect who 
became a father figure for him. 
“Most of my childhood I lived as an allegado and I was forbidden from seeing my mother.” 
In the 2005 press interview, from where this forceful quote is taken, Bunster described himself 
several times as an allegado, a technical term identifying people who live in someone else’s house, 
with whom they have no consanguinity. Bunster learned this word in 1960, when a census taker 
passed by Aguirre’s house to count how many people lived there and what was their relationship 
to the home owner. “That’s when I discovered the word allegado. That was very symbolic for me,” 
Bunster said in the interview. When the journalist asked him why it had been so symbolic, Bunster 
replied: “Because all my childhood I was an allegado. That was my status [calidad].” Bunster was 
exaggerating—he only became an allegado when he was twelve and he came back to live with 
Teitelboim when he was fifteen—but the use of such a powerful word allowed him to convey the 
                                                 
385 Teitelboim, Un hombre de edad media, pp. 501-502. 
211 
 
sense of orphanhood he felt when growing up. Using the third person singular, Bunster described 
himself as “an allegado who at last learned his real name.”386 
Children of communist cadres had different childhood experiences and recall these 
experiences in different ways as well. To understand this multiplicity of perspectives, the following 
pages analyze in some detail a single family, formed by party functionary Eugenio (hereafter 
Eugenio Sr., to distinguish him from his son, Eugenio Jr.), his non-communist wife Irma, and their 
seven children. The dire consequences of the González Videla persecution suffered by this 
particular family have already been discussed in Chapter 3. This chapter continues the discussion 
by focusing on the less dramatic years that followed the González Videla administration. After 
suffering political confinement in the 1940s, Eugenio Sr. kept working as a party functionary until 
his death in 1971. He was an important cog in the workings of the PCCH’s apparatus, although 
not a public figure. For several years he worked in the San Miguel town council—one of the 
strongholds of the left—during the day and the PCCH’s Santiago South committee—one of the 
biggest regional bodies of the party—during the evening. My analysis is based on separate oral-
history interviews with four of his seven children: Rosa, the eldest child; Gladys, the fifth child; 
Eugenio Jr., the sixth child; and Roberto, the seventh child. Whereas Rosa and Gladys—and all 
the children in between—were born before the González Videla administration banished Eugenio 
Sr. to confinement, Eugenio Jr. and Roberto were born after this critical event. 
 Three of the four siblings I interviewed raised the issue of paternal absence on their own, 
always quite early in the interview. I began by interviewing Rosa, the eldest of the siblings. When 
I introduced her to the topic of my research project—the family life of communists—and told her 
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that I wanted to know about her experience as the child of a communist, she immediately replied 
that growing up in a family like hers had been “tough.” When I asked her what she meant by this, 
she explained: “Generally, the politician who is devoted exclusively to that, as was the case with 
my father, puts off the family.” Rosa’s vivid memories of the González Videla years led her to a 
negative assessment of the costs of left-wing activism. Her narrative mixed up and even confused 
the chronology of different events—the father’s confinement in the late 1940s, detention in the 
early 1950s, and two-year stay in Russia later on—to highlight these costs and portray Eugenio Sr. 
as an absent father. Although she stressed her father’s confinement and detention to get her point 
across, Rosa thought of left-wing activism as detrimental to family life even during periods of 
democratic legality. According to her, her father was never very present. “He did not have time 
for us… He had no fixed schedule. He worked from Monday to Sunday, so there weren’t 
schedules, one hundred percent devoted [to politics]. So, he only gave us little pieces of himself. I 
have little pieces of a dad.” She went on to add that one of her sisters had developed a psychological 
trauma due to paternal absence.387 
 Gladys, the tormented sister to whom Rosa alluded in her interview, was by far the most 
critical of all the siblings regarding both the father and communism. She introduced herself as the 
fifth of the siblings, “the youngest at the time of the disaster,” by which she meant the persecution 
unleashed by President González Videla. As explained in the previous chapter, Gladys experienced 
acute emotional deprivation in her early childhood due to her father’s confinement and subsequent 
underground activism. Although Gladys levelled several criticisms against her father—only some 
of which will be analyzed here—the most dramatic consequence of her father’s unremitting 
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activism for her was the emotional deprivation she felt. “[M]y father, without the political side, 
would have been the ideal father for me, because he would have loved his children. He would have 
stopped a moment, an [extra] second, to give me a hug, a kiss, tell me goodbye, and leave me 
happy… Politics stole him from me.” The constant quarrels she had with her father during her 
adolescence only exacerbated Gladys’s psychological distress. Unlike Rosa and the rest of her 
siblings, Gladys was a rebellious teenager. She liked to go out and party, in part to fill the lack of 
love she felt: “that was the only thing that filled my ego.”388 
Roberto’s testimony is more nuanced. After I explained my research topic and my interest 
in getting to know his experience as the child of a communist, he replied: “Well, I think that there 
are two main conclusions I can draw. The first one regards the lack of the father, caused by his 
extreme need to participate in all the development and organization of the party, which comes at a 
cost to the family… The other thing relates to the relationships that the father, despite this absence, 
managed to [build] with some of his children.” Roberto’s emphasis on the latter throughout the 
interview eclipsed the former. He said that his father used to talk with him about different things, 
and he underlined the impact these conversations had on him as a child. “He connected with me 
on different levels.” Gender identity might help explain why Eugenio Sr. and Roberto connected 
so well. Indeed, as will be analyzed below, Eugenio Jr. also connected very well with his father. 
Nevertheless, I do not wish to stretch this argument regarding gender identity too far, given that 
Eugenio Sr. often favored his daughters—with the exception of Gladys—over his sons, and the 
father-daughter dyad is usually strong among communists. 
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Roberto was well aware that he had been luckier than most of his siblings. He was able to 
spend more time with his father because he was the youngest child and the father’s deteriorating 
health forced him to spend more time at home. The fact that the father integrated Roberto in some 
political and social activities also helped to build rapport. Roberto remembered with fondness, for 
example, the annual party thrown by the PCCH in O’Higgins Park (formerly known as Cousiño 
Park) and a family vacation in the PCCH’s own private park in El Arrayán, on the outskirts of 
Santiago—a fact that Gladys omitted, but which the other siblings also mentioned.389 Roberto’s 
overall assessment was positive, yet ultimately very problematic: “The only [negative] thing that, 
in the end, as a son, one can say from him is that perhaps he loved the Communist Party more than 
his own family.”390 
 Eugenio Jr. was the only one of the siblings interviewed who did not mention the issue of 
paternal absence on his own. He only confronted the fact when I told him about Rosa’s feelings of 
abandonment—I had not interviewed Gladys or Roberto yet. My term “absent father” took him by 
surprise. Eugenio Jr. replied that he understood his sister’s point of view. He did not try to dispute 
the fact that communist activism conflicted with family life: “Party life absorbs a lot of time.” He 
also conceded his sister’s broader point: “It’s true that we needed more [of his time and attention], 
that’s true.” He even acknowledged that the father’s absence had had negative effects on the 
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children. “The lack we are talking about, the fact of not having him, does have its consequences. 
In each one [of the siblings], it has its consequences.”391 
Nevertheless, Eugenio Jr. offered a very different assessment from that of Rosa and the rest 
of his siblings. His testimony is deeply informed by his admiration for his father, both as a father 
and as a political activist. According to him, the father laid down an honorable path for the children 
to follow. “I think that, in the end, what makes things important is the fact that, for us, he was a 
point of reference, of imitation.” This deterred Eugenio Jr. from thinking of the father’s absence 
in negative terms. He conceded Rosa’s broader point while disagreeing with the core of her 
judgment. “From my point of view, [his activism] was not something that could be seen as 
negative. I always wanted to be like my father, so, you can see, it is the other way around [for me]. 
The only thing I thought about [back then] was that my life project had to be [the continuation of] 
the life project of my old man.” Eugenio Jr. grew up to become a communist functionary himself—
albeit briefly—and remained active as a non-professional cadre throughout the Pinochet 
dictatorship. His overall familiarity with, and personal knowledge of, communist activism led him 
to present the father’s unwavering dedication and personal sacrifices in a markedly different light: 
“I saw it as [a sign of] great dedication, as something that ennobled his being, his quality as a 
person.”392 
The most immediate consequence of communist cadres’ absence from the home was not 
paternal deprivation but marital conflict. Firsthand accounts by children of communist cadres that 
mention marital conflict are not too hard to come by. Clara Maldonado, for example, alluded to 
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this issue in a brief autobiographical piece she wrote in 2008. Born in 1957 to a working-class 
communist father and a stay-at-home mother, Maldonado referred to herself as the “hija de la 
reconciliación,” a common term used to refer to a child born when a couple makes up after a fight 
or a break up. She explained: “I was born when my mother changed her mind, regretting her 
separation from my father, a decision she had made because she was tired of his union activism, 
of the meetings, of the strikes, etc.”393 Nevertheless, firsthand accounts by children are not the best 
source to grasp the complexity of the phenomenon. Graciela mentioned the existence of marital 
conflict due to her father’s absence, but she addressed the issue in general terms and only after I 
asked her directly. Rosa mentioned that her parents had considered separating when she was about 
twelve, but her memories were vague—no one ever talked about the issue again—and she did not 
know why they had discussed breaking up or why they stayed together. Claudio Bunster had little 
knowledge of the events that led his mother to abandon Teitelboim. 
Firsthand accounts by wives of communist cadres provide a lens to study the phenomenon 
in greater depth. Their personal stories suggest that these women’s feelings of neglect were often 
coupled with disagreements regarding money and household chores. Take the case of non-
communist Matilde del Canto, the wife of young union leader and communist cadre Francisco 
González. Matilde was already a widow and a mother of two when she met Francisco, seven years 
her junior. When they discussed getting married in 1971, Francisco asked her not to work 
anymore—she worked outside the home to support her children—and devote herself to the home 
instead. In return, he promised to take good care of Matilde and her children. Unfortunately, 
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González had trouble keeping his promise. His passion for politics affected the family’s wellbeing. 
He quit his job as a construction worker and became a party functionary to help the Allende 
government. Matilde explained in a 2010 oral-history interview: “We had a very bad financial 
situation. We were dependent on his salary… which back then was the salary he earned as a [party] 
functionary, because he devoted himself twenty-four hours a day to the party and did not have time 
to work in anything else.” To make matters worse, Francisco insisted that Matilde should not work, 
which she resented. Matilde spent her days at home, feeling secluded. “He used to tell me to hold 
on, that he was going to work [in something else]. He was not lazy. He was a hardworking person. 
But for working in politics he disregarded the family’s material well-being… So, there was a 
conflict between us.”394 
Couples in which both spouses were politically active experienced similar problems. Take 
the case of Fresia Gravano. She won third prize in a short autobiography contest called “Why am 
I a communist?” organized for the fiftieth anniversary of the PCCH. Her piece was published in 
El Siglo in 1972. It discussed at great length her childhood in the iconic nitrate mining town of 
María Elena, her father’s confinement in the infamous prison camp of Pisagua, and the family’s 
merciless eviction from María Elena, and their subsequent resettlement in Antofagasta. Fresia 
devoted less space to discuss her own family life, but she had good words for her late husband 
Floridor Parra, a communist cadre she met in Antofagasta who had also suffered confinement in 
Pisagua. “What can I say about him? He made me a better person. His abnegation, self-sacrifice, 
and selflessness were incredible. I have committed myself to fight for the cause to which he gave 
                                                 
394 Interview with Mathilde del Canto, Santiago, May 20, 2010, Colección Archivo Oral de Villa Grimaldi, CPPVG. 
218 
 
his life, which is also mine and my children’s.”395 Fresia stayed true to her commitment. She 
remained active after the 1973 coup and suffered confinement in the early 1980s, just like her 
father and her husband in the late 1940s. This prompted her to have an interview with a 
psychologist linked to the human rights movement in 1982, where she expanded on her life and 
feelings. In the 2000s, she agreed to make the transcripts of this interview public as a way to share 
her survivor testimony, determined to help society not to forget the atrocities of the Pinochet 
dictatorship.  
Fresia’s 1982 interview is a fascinating source when read in dialogue with her 1972 
autobiographical piece. Fresia’s ideas about left-wing politics and about her late husband had not 
changed much, but the format of the interview with the psychologist gave her more room to express 
her feelings. When the psychologist first asked her about her marriage, Fresia replied that it had 
been a good marriage. Unlike her father, her husband never opposed her activism and gave her 
freedom to go out, which she liked. After gaining some confidence, the psychologist asked Fresia 
once again about her marriage, hoping she would elaborate further. Fresia gave a more nuanced 
response this time: “My marital life was good in terms of our coexistence because we understood 
each other and I could go out and participate, but it was very problematic and distressing because 
my husband was fully devoted to this business [of politics] and I was, practically speaking, the 
man and the woman of the house.” Fresia expanded then on her efforts to raise her children, take 
care of the house, and earn some extra money at the same time. She also discussed another issue 
that had caused marital strife—money. She explained to the psychologist that her husband’s 
idealism and generosity toward his comrades exacerbated the family’s precarious financial 
                                                 
395 El Siglo, January 23, 1972, p. 7 revista, “Jugábamos a imitar los discursos de los dirigentes.” 
219 
 
situation. He often lent money he knew would not be repaid. “I took issue with that behavior and 
quarreled with him.” The availability of these different sources helps unravel some of the 
complexities of the intersection of discourse and subjectivity. Fresia’s 1982 interview suggests 
that her husband’s abnegation, self-sacrifice, and selflessness, which she praised in her 1972 piece, 
were also the cause of friction.396 
Non-communist women seem to have had a more critical view of their husbands’ devotion 
to politics. The letters published in Ramona quoted at the beginning of this chapter and Matilde 
del Canto’s recollections certainly suggest so. So, in a way, does Fresia’s 1982 interview. When 
the psychologist asked Fresia if she used to get mad at her husband due to his frequent absences 
from home, she replied: “I accepted that, maybe because I was young.” She then rectified herself: 
“You know why I accepted that? Because I saw that he was dedicated to what I believed in.”397 
The most critical of these non-communist women developed a narrative that drew on society’s 
anti-communist discourses to challenge their husbands’ authority. While fighting for the custody 
of her children in court, for example, Juana Valderrama criticized her ex-husband for his neglect 
of family responsibilities, and she then added: “I must also declare that my husband does not apply 
himself to an honest job and lives an idle life. He is a fervent supporter of the Communist sect and 
devotes himself to politics.”398 Non-communist women might have had a more critical view of 
their husbands’ devotion to politics than women like Fresia did, but they rarely felt as empowered 
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397 Fresia Gravano, “Testimonio ex-detenida,” August 1982, in Fondo Testimonios, FASIC. 
398 “Valderrama contra Illanes,” Segundo Juzgado Civil de Mayor Cuantía de Antofagasta, Rol 293-62, in Fondo 
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as Valderrama to act on their sense of injustice. Some summoned their husbands to the Cadres and 
Control Commission. Others took them to court. But most did neither. 
It was in defense of these apolitical and powerless wives that Eugenio Sr.’s daughter Gladys 
spoke up. She made rhetorical use of her mother Irma—an uneducated woman who had to provide 
for, and take care of, many children—to make a general point: “All those women, all the ‘Irmas,’ 
all the ‘Irmas,’ they were left to raise many children alone and no one took care of them.” I did not 
immediately grasp what she was trying to say, and I asked her what she meant by the “Irmas.” 
Gladys explained herself in the following terms: “All the wives of the men who led the party back 
then, all the ‘Irmas’… they all endured the same ordeal.” Gender was an important component of 
Gladys’s harangue. She wondered aloud, for example, why the PCCH chose not to educate the 
wives of party cadres about their rights and transform them into “warrior women,” able to defend 
their female point of view. Gender and family tropes allowed Gladys to build a powerful critique 
of the PCCH as an organization: “The party sucked the blood of all these functionaries and did not 
allow them to have a family life… Why did no one order them ‘go spend time with your family, 
stay two days, three days with them,’ or ‘[go on] vacations,’ something like that?”399  
There is some truth to Gladys’s words. However, the most fascinating thing is not the 
degree of truth that Gladys’s critique may or may not contain, but the fact that the issues discussed 
by Gladys were discussed endlessly by the PCCH itself. As explained in Chapter 2, the PCCH did 
try to enlighten the wives of communist men and make them more publicly active, although this 
project conflicted with other organizational priorities and the party was careful not to challenge 
male prerogatives. Similarly, as explained above, there is plenty of evidence that the organization 
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did make an effort not to overburden the functionaries. And, as explained when discussing 
Gladys’s own family, the PCCH owned a park in the outskirts of Santiago where party 
functionaries and their families occasionally vacationed. The fact that Gladys mentioned these 
very issues—gender equality, enhancement of family wellbeing, and so on—when criticizing the 
PCCH speaks to the tension between expectation and experience. 
 What were communist men’s own expectations about family life? Were they aware that 
their wives sometimes felt neglected, and how did they react to that? I would argue that communist 
men knew of their wives’ feelings, at least to a certain extent. As explained above, many women 
discussed with their husbands issues such as family time and money management. Some even 
confronted them directly and made them choose between family and politics, as one of the letters 
published in Ramona quoted at the beginning of the chapter makes apparent. The reactions of 
communist men are more difficult to assess. A number of them left the PCCH to concentrate their 
efforts on their families. Some did not even need to be confronted; they willingly abandoned 
political activism after marrying or fathering children, drawing upon traditional notions of family 
responsibility. Some of these former members remained close to the PCCH and occasionally 
collaborated. Others distanced themselves from the organization and only renewed their loyalty to 
communism at the ballot box. The PCCH tried to prevent desertion by catering to the family needs 
of party members, but party membership always fluctuated. 
 Those who remained active in the PCCH throughout most of their adult lives reacted to 
domestic problems in different ways. While some sensitive souls felt guilty for neglecting their 
families, others felt that they had the right to do as they wished. The pervasiveness of traditional 
concepts of manhood led many communist cadres, including the most sensitive, to reaffirm their 
personal autonomy when needed. Teacher and writer Jorge Montes, for example, is one of the few 
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male cadres of the era who confessed feeling a sense of guilt in his memoirs, but this did not 
preclude him from contradicting his wife’s wishes. Montes’s first far-away trip occurred in 1955, 
when he was invited to participate in the Fifth World Festival of Youth and Students, held in 
Warsaw. Montes’s wife Josefina opposed the idea, arguing that a couple that had two little 
daughters should avoid lengthy separations. Montes disregarded her complaints and went on to 
travel anyway. Only after returning to Chile three months later did he realize his mistake. “Josefina 
was waiting in Los Cerrillos Airport. I immediately understood that I had hurt her, but I had 
confidence that time would heal the wound. I did not know then that scars last much longer than 
the wounds which caused them.”400 
If communist men found reassurance in traditional concepts of manhood and personal 
autonomy, it was in part because they had their own expectations of family life. Many men thought 
that, as long as they fulfilled their duties as providers, their wives had no right interfering with 
their public lives. Being a member of a political party was their prerogative, and they never thought 
about relinquishing it. Nowhere does this come through more clearly than in Humberto Arcos’s 
memoirs. Arcos discussed his marital disagreements more than once in his memoirs, but there is 
little sense of guilt or regret. The first clash took place when Arcos’s wife was pregnant with a 
third baby. She complained that he did not devote enough time to the family and wasted too much 
money on his political activities and travels. “But political and union activities had always been 
the center of my life, and I had never hidden that from her. I had never promised her to abandon 
these activities to devote myself to the family… So I suggested a divorce… She made a scandal. 
Then came the reconciliation. But from then on we began to distance ourselves from each other.” 
                                                 
400 Jorge Montes, El tiempo no es redondo, Santiago: Ediciones Chile-América Cesoc, 1997, pp. 91-93. 
223 
 
Arcos became a party functionary a couple of years later, assuming even greater responsibilities 
and suffering a significant decrease in his income. The couple stuck together for several years, but 
they eventually separated. “I wasn’t able to give her what she expected, and she wasn’t able to 
understand what I expected.”401 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter continued previous discussions on the difficulty communist men had in 
maintaining a healthy family life. Chapter 1 opened with the words of a widow who praised her 
deceased husband as good man without vices, who lived for his family and his party. Drawing on 
the implicit meaning of these words, it examined the dissonance between the PCCH’s discourse 
on family propriety and the prevalence of spaces of male sociability—bars, casinos, and brothels—
that led men from all political persuasions to divert time and resources from domestic priorities. 
The importance of these homosocial spaces for working-class sociability did not diminish during 
the years studied in Chapter 4. The focus of Chapter 4, however, was on the explicit meaning of 
the widow’s words. The chapter asked how male cadres could live both for their family and their 
party at the same time. Ultimately, what pulled these men from their homes was not so much the 
temptations of the outer world—bars, gambling dens, and brothels—as political activism itself. 
Ironically, as the party advocated for family, activism inhibited its flourishing. Whether in the 
brothel or in the party, these two chapters suggest, male socializing trumped family intimacy. 
This chapter also continued previous discussions on gender relations and the family 
consequences of male political activism. Chapter 2 studied the public life of wives and children of 
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communists, arguing that communism failed to challenge the patriarchal assumptions 
underpinning the family ideal and often confined women to the household. Chapter 3 studied the 
family consequences of political persecution, showing that the wives and children of men in 
confinement endured material and psychological deprivation. Chapter 4 focused on male cadres 
but spoke to the fate of their wives and children as well. Given the frequent absences of these men 
from their homes, their wives had to do the lion’s share of domestic labor and raise the children 
without much help from their husbands. Communist discourse questioned the validity of the 
bourgeois divide between private and public, but, for the wives of communist men, that divide 




The Social Life of Young Activists: 
Making Friends and Making Out in the Communist Youth (1952-1973) 
 
 
 Early in my research, I was given the opportunity to interview a married couple of former 
communists, Héctor and Olga, in the intimacy of their home. I had not conducted a joint, oral-
history interview before, and I decided to adjust my set of opening questions by asking first how 
they had met. Héctor answered: “Well, that happened in the year 1970. I was a member of the 
[Communist] Party, of the [Communist] Youth back then, and I participated in the Ramona Parra 
[Brigade]. We were campaigning for Allende, driving around [the city], painting [slogans on the 
walls]. So we were going down the Llano Subercaseaux [Street], and Olga was walking with a 
friend, and we began to flirt [jotear], as people say today. And then we invited them to come with 
us, and after we finished painting in front of the Barros Luco Hospital, we went to the headquarters 
and they came with us. And that’s how we met.” School acquaintances had led Héctor into the 
young communists’ organization in 1968, and Olga followed Héctor’s path soon after meeting 
him, out of love as well as conviction. Olga felt intimidated by the seriousness of the political 
meetings at first, but she soon made friends in these meetings who made her feel appreciated. 
Together, Héctor and Olga actively participated in, and contributed to, the rich social tapestry of 
this young left-wing political organization and structured their daily lives accordingly. That is what 
made September 11, 1973 so difficult to bear. “Suddenly, overnight, all that ended,” Héctor 
lamented. Although they suffered political persecution and eventually abandoned political 
activism, both Héctor and Olga chose to stress the positive aspects of having joined a left-wing 
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political organization in their youth. “I think it has its good side, because it creates a sense of 
belonging among the youth,” Héctor elaborated, to which Olga added: “and of identity.”402 
This chapter delves into the lives of young Chilean communists like Héctor and Olga 
between 1952 and 1973. The chapter’s main focus is on the so-called “long Sixties,” which here 
spans from 1958—when communism regained legal status once again—to 1973—when the 
military coup ended Salvador Allende’s experiment in democratic socialism. This was a period of 
enormous success for the PCCH and its youth wing, the JJCC. The “Jota,” as the young 
communists’ organization was nicknamed, grew enormously during this decade and a half. Under 
the leadership of first Mario Zamorano (1958-1965) and later Gladys Marín (1965-1973), the JJCC 
went from being a small cadre organization of a few hundred members to a mass organization of 
over eighty thousand members.403 By the time of the coup, the JJCC led the student government 
of Chile’s most important public university, published its own magazine, and had its own record 
label. Furthermore, four of its leaders sat in Congress. 
My purpose is to account for the sweeping politicization of vast sectors of the Chilean 
youth. I do so by shifting the focus from the strictly political aspects of left-wing activism, like 
campaigning or participating in meetings, to the lively social life that was part and parcel of this 
activism, like flirting in the streets or making friends in party headquarters. Left-leaning young 
people from all walks of life made informal, friendly contacts with young activists that led them 
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to commit further, and once active in left-wing organizations they forged strong emotional bonds 
that provided them with a sense of belonging and a shared identity. Scholars point to the increasing 
dominance of ideology when studying the radicalization of the youth and the growth of the left in 
the Sixties. In this chapter I show that ideology was embedded in a web of social relationships and 
social practices. Bringing together thought and emotion, I contend that the appeal of the left among 
the youth of the Sixties cannot be understood without recourse to feelings of friendship and love. 
Although this chapter focuses on the JJCC, the scope of the argument is much broader. It 
calls attention to the shared sensibilities of the generation of the Sixties as a whole and of young 
activists in particular. The JJCC is used here as a case study of a global phenomenon. Left-wing 
organizations around the world learned from each other and copied the tactics that worked well. 
These organizations took different stances on a wide array of topics, including friendship and love, 
but they all benefited from a shared ethos that defined the personal in relation to the political, and 
vice versa. Scholars who study the relationship between the personal and the political in the Sixties 
often maintain that activism led to the renunciation of the individual self. Unfortunately, the 
emphasis on renunciation has blinded scholars to the strong emotions underpinning activism. To 
frame the problem in either/or terms and argue that the political took precedence over the personal 
is to lose sight of one of the key insights of the Sixties—that the personal and the political are 
deeply intertwined. 
The chapter draws upon classical sociological literature, which underlines the analytical 
usefulness of the concept of “generation” to study social change,404 and builds on recent 
contributions to the study of the Sixties, which examine the global trends and momentous events 
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that influenced young people everywhere and led many of them to engage in social and political 
movements.405 To understand the surge of activism that came to define the era, we need to start 
paying more attention to the social spaces, cultural artifacts, emotional bonds, and notions of self 
that gave life to different conceptions of the political. If we are to understand what being an activist 
meant, we need to breach the divide between intimacy and ideology and develop an approach more 
sensitive to the issues of identity, emotion, and experience.406 
This chapter is organized thematically, although it follows a rough chronological 
progression to facilitate the narrative flow. The first section, intended as a case study of the 
recreational endeavors through which communism tried to build a constituency among the youth, 
examines the penetration of communism in amateur sports clubs in working-class neighborhoods, 
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both before and after 1958. The second section, intended as a case study of the rich social life of 
young communists of the Sixties, examines peer sociability in party headquarters. In these youthful 
gathering places, young communists made friends who shared their political ideas and made them 
feel at home. Sometimes, they even met boyfriends and girlfriends there. The third section analyzes 
the romantic life of young communists in greater detail. It highlights the endogamous dating and 
marriage patterns of young communists, facilitated by the existence of spaces like party 
headquarters and a variety of activities where male and female members met and mingled. 
Endogamy was reinforced by the emotional need to marry someone who shared the same ideology 
in order to have a more fulfilling life. The fourth and final section examines discussions about sex 
inspired by the JJCC magazine Ramona during the Allende administration. It shows that, in 
opening up discussion and engaging with a readership that brought their own ideas to the table, 
young Chilean communists challenged some of the conservative mores of the old guard and ended 
up building an organization more suited to their young selves. 
 
Sports Clubs: Building a Mass Organization 
 “Why are you a communist?” This was the question Rolando Ramírez asked four young 
communists in an article on the JJCC for the PCCH’s newspaper in September 1958. To capture 
the diversity of the young communists’ organization, Ramírez chose to interview one leader and 
three rank-and-file members from different social milieus. Of particular interest to the analysis that 
follows are the answers that José Cortés and Mario Zamorano gave to Ramírez’s question. Cortés, 
a twenty-three-year-old worker who had joined the party a few months ago, began by recounting 
his first contacts with young communists about a year ago: “I used to go to a sports club in the 
neighborhood, and there I met some members of the JJCC.” These fellow sportsmen and political 
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activists discussed with Cortés issues that he, as any worker who had social concerns and struggled 
to make ends meet, considered relevant. “So when they invited me to join, I did.” Zamorano, the 
JJCC leader interviewed by Ramírez, had joined the young communists’ organization a decade 
earlier, shortly after President González Videla began persecuting communists, and his first 
mission “was not precisely political, given the circumstances.” Zamorano went on to explain what 
he meant by this: “They sent me to work in a mass organization, the ‘Sports Club Los Valientes,’ 
in the Arturo Prat neighborhood in Ñuñoa, which I presided over.” Whereas Cortés first went to 
his neighborhood’s sports clubs to entertain himself, Zamorano and the young communists who 
recruited Cortés participated in these clubs for other, less innocent reasons.407 
The infiltration of local sports clubs had been a goal of Chilean communism at least since 
the creation of the Sportinern in the 1920s, but communists of all ages redoubled their efforts once 
post-war anti-communist persecution thwarted left-wing political activism in labor unions.408 After 
González Videla’s turn to the right in 1947, communism found refuge in neighborhood 
associations. Young communists built ties with local communities through sports clubs and other 
types of associations, where they continued to agitate and recruit. When communism regained full 
legal status in 1958, the JJCC built upon a decade of underground activism in local sports clubs 
and used these associations to strengthen its connection with the Chilean youth, presenting a 
youthful and attractive, if somewhat apolitical, public face. 
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Sports clubs, especially amateur soccer clubs located in working-class neighborhoods or 
linked to labor unions, were a constitutive element of the fabric of civil society in twentieth-century 
Chile.409 The JJCC tapped into this rich associational culture by organizing tournaments among 
sports clubs, bringing the best players and leaders of these sports clubs into their ranks, and creating 
sports clubs of its own. The JJCC’s proselytizing efforts among amateur sportspeople increased 
throughout the 1950s. The JJCC discussed sports in its 1953 National Conference and, noticing 
the great number of youth who participated in local sports clubs, agreed to “begin an intense 
penetration campaign in this sector of the youth.”410 Not long afterwards, the JJCC’s organizational 
apparatus expanded to include sports attachés at the national and regional level. Principios, the 
party’s theoretical magazine, published several pieces on recruitment and organizational 
performance that addressed the issue of sports.411 
This emphasis on sports was underlined in the 1958 Constitution of the JJCC, approved a 
few months before communism became legal once again. The Constitution began by defining the 
JJCC as “a broad organization of young workers, peasants, employees, students, sportspeople, 
professionals, and intellectuals of both sexes.” The inclusion of sportspeople in the list might strike 
the reader as odd—sportspeople meant amateur sporting participants, whereas workers, peasants, 
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employees, students, professionals, and intellectuals were all defined by their main activity—but 
sportspeople were key in the JJCC’s attempt to present itself as a broad, non-sectarian organization 
open to the masses. In another paragraph of the first article, the Constitution made reference to the 
“cultural, artistic, and sports concerns” of the youth and stressed the need to promote not only 
political activities, but also “sport and artistic” activities. The Constitution made several references 
to sports clubs when discussing the members’ duties and the organization’s structure as well. When 
it came to the duties, the Constitution demanded that JJCC members participate in sports clubs or 
other mass organizations. When it came to the structure, the Constitution explained to members 
that the JJCC’s basic organizational unit—la base, analogous to the PCCH’s célula or cell—could 
be formed in “factories, sports clubs, cultural institutions, school establishments,” and the like.412 
The organization of tournaments among sports clubs buttressed the JJCC’s public 
reputation, and it allowed this youth political organization to extend its appeal beyond members 
and sympathizers to players and aficionados. After the PCCH regained its legal status in 1958, the 
JJCC implemented the practice of inaugurating its regional and national conferences with outdoor 
activities, such as music events and sports tournaments, to cultivate a collective, participatory 
opening to political meetings. “For the first time in our country, a political conference began with 
songs and dances and not with speeches,” read one news article on the 1960 National Conference, 
which also included soccer, basketball, and table tennis tournaments.413 Other sports tournaments 
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coincided with fundraising events and electoral campaigns. The political purposes of these 
tournaments should not be lost on the reader. Communists running for office in working-class 
districts distributed prizes in these tournaments’ closing events, and at times the JJCC was 
successful enough to rally several sports clubs from a district behind a specific candidate.414 Some 
candidates sponsored local sports clubs and held posts in the leading bodies of sports leagues. The 
PCCH did not lose the opportunity to stress such engagement with the sporting community when 
announcing their candidacies in the press.415 
Nothing captures the JJCC’s renewed interest in sports after 1958 better than the surge of 
local sports clubs formed by young communist members and sympathizers in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s. JJCC members founded these clubs, but they tended to be open to non-members as 
well. If they were successful, these clubs could have several dozen members, enough to compete 
in different sports and form more than one team for each sport. Soccer was the most popular sport 
among young men, but young communists’ clubs also endorsed basketball, table tennis, and other 
sports to appeal to both men and women—some of these local clubs went further and merged 
sports and cultural activities in an effort to recruit a greater number of women. Like other clubs, 
these clubs aspired to have their own head offices, gain legal recognition, and claim benefits from 
the local authorities.416 
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Take the case of Club Deportivo Unión Puma, in Santiago’s Recoleta district, founded by 
fourteen young communists in August 1959. When the young communists’ magazine Gente Joven 
interviewed its leaders in January 1961, the Unión Puma had grown to include three teams and 
sixty-five members—some communists, others not—of both sexes. The club charged members a 
small monthly fee to rent a nearby field and bought sports equipment “thanks to the help of the 
councilman Luis Barría,” a communist councilman who established ties with several local sports 
clubs in the district.417 The club’s young leaders took pride in the social activities they had 
sponsored the previous year, which ranged from giving Christmas presents to the neighborhood’s 
children to donating blood to the workers injured in the massacre occurred on September 3, 1960 
in downtown Santiago—when the aforementioned Vladimiro Tobar was killed.418 After having 
secured a piece of land, the Unión Puma now planned to build its head offices. As it is apparent 
from this case and others in Gente Joven, the clubs aimed to both strengthen ties with the 
community and recruit new members into the JJCC.419 
Since the success of these clubs in local tournaments increased the prestige of the JJCC, 
young communists worked hard to recruit good players into their clubs. Héctor Wistuba and Héctor 
Carrasco were two such players. Wistuba identified with the left and Salvador Allende in 
particular, but he was not very interested in politics—at least not to the same extent of his brother, 
a teacher who always tried to talk to him about politics. “My brother was close to the S[ocialist] 
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P[arty] and I sympathized with some communists, but nothing more, you know what I mean? And 
one time in 1954 the communists took me to the School of Medicine to play soccer, because they 
always looked for the best sportsmen. So they invited me, through a communist.”420 Eleven-year-
old Héctor Carrasco was even less familiarized with left-wing politics when some young 
communists from his neighborhood convinced him to play for Bandera Roja, in Santiago’s 
Barrancas district, in the early 1950s. “I was a fairly skilled soccer player. So they invited me. 
Some beauties, some pretty girls from the area told me to go play for Bandera [Roja].” Bandera 
Roja seems to have been a sports club where both young men and women participated, although 
the specific role of the latter—playing other sports or merely cheering—is somewhat unclear.421 
The two Héctors, neither of whom came from left-wing families, ended up becoming 
communists through their informal contacts with young communist soccer players in the 1950s. 
They remained loyal to communism in the following decades and suffered political imprisonment 
after the 1973 coup—the above-quoted excerpts are taken from oral-history archives on human 
rights. And yet, the two Héctors downplayed the political nature of their motives when narrating 
the origins of their political commitment, and in the case of Wistuba his overall life adherence to 
communism. Wistuba explained in the interview that the young communists who invited him to 
play on their team then insisted that he join their political organization as well. He recounted his 
recruitment into the JJCC as an almost random event and stated emphatically: “I was never 
political. I was more of a union activist than a political [activist].”422 Héctor Carrasco was still 
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active in the PCCH at the time of the interview, and his assessment of left-wing politics is very 
different from that of Wistuba. Nevertheless, in his recollections about these bygone years, 
Carrasco also emphasized the fortuitous. He explained that his eagerness to play soccer and the 
attraction he felt for the girls who invited him to Bandera Roja led him to the JJCC unwittingly, 
since joining Bandera Roja in practice meant joining the JJCC. Besides, he pointed out later in the 
interview, communist activism was a secret affair in the early 1950s. “When I [joined the Bandera 
Roja], I didn’t even know I had joined the Communist Youth, as I told you before. I realized later. 
‘Fuck, I’m already in the dance,’ I told myself. ‘I guess I better dance.’”423 
Besides good players, the JJCC also tried to recruit the young men and women who led 
sports clubs. The objective was not only to proselytize more effectively in these communities but 
also to attract those who had proven to be natural leaders. Take the story of Jorge, who became a 
JJCC member in a small southern town in the late 1960s, when the JJCC was already a legal 
organization. I interviewed Jorge knowing beforehand that his father had been a lifelong 
communist, and I presupposed that this long-lasting activism had led Jorge to join the JJCC. In the 
interview I learned that paternal influence did affect Jorge’s decision, but in a much more oblique 
way than I had imagined. The father did not immediately try to bring the son into the ranks of 
communism. Only after Jorge began organizing soccer matches in the neighborhood and 
demonstrated influence over his peers did the father decide to introduce the son to politics. 
Tellingly, the father relied on generational peers rather than parental mandates to direct the son 
towards politics. He sent some young communists to talk to Jorge. “But my dad did that after he 
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saw that I was involved in all this business of the sports clubs, organizing evening events, and 
things like that.”424  
Sports clubs were considered the breeding ground of mass leaders and, hopefully, party 
cadres. A year after joining the JJCC, Jorge had already become the organization’s local leader 
and was spreading the communist doctrine in other towns through soccer matches and cultural 
soirées. The impressive growth of the JJCC in the area eventually earned him a trip to the Soviet 
Bloc to further educate himself politically—the JJCC made an effort to reward the most successful 
activists by sending them to courses for cadres abroad—although circumstances prevented him 
from traveling. This interest in promoting young men like Jorge to the higher echelons of the JJCC 
resonated with the traditional communist interest in winning over workers who showed leadership 
qualities in labor unions. When organizing a course for young communists in 1959, for example, 
the JJCC selected the first two hundred students from “unions and sports clubs.”425 
Although the emphasis of this section has been on local sports clubs and young men like 
Jorge and the two Héctors, it is important to bear in mind that these clubs were one among many 
types of civic associations that attracted the JJCC’s attention during these years. Other 
organizations where the presence of young women was likely to be higher, like theater groups, 
dance troupes, and—obviously—young women’s clubs, became the target of proselytizing 
communists as well. Eliana Araníbar, for example, led the Club de Amigas Varinia in Santiago’s 
El Salto district when Gladys Marín and other young communists approached her and visited the 
club. Tellingly, the Club de Amigas Varinia was modeled after the Club Deportivo Santiago 
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Racing, of the same working-class neighborhood. Communists were not the only ones 
proselytizing among the youth. Nor were communists the only ones who linked themselves to civic 
associations either. Young socialists as well as young communists directed their attention to sports 
clubs and young women’s clubs. Araníbar, for example, was courted by both communists and 
socialists. Curiously, she decided to join the JJCC while in a party organized by the Socialist 
Youth. Her socialist neighbors Roberto and Julio, who happened to play in the Club Deportivo 
Santiago Racing, invited her to the event in question. The daughter of a couple who sympathized 
with the PCCH, Araníbar joined the JJCC in 1964 and went on to become a committed cadre. She 
was one of the four young communists who won a seat in Congress in 1973.426 
Political parties tended to concentrate their proselytizing efforts on different types of 
associations. Communists and socialists were very active in both sports clubs and young women’s 
clubs. Christian Democrats seem to have been more active in young women’s clubs than sports 
clubs. For the most part, the Christian Democratic Party encouraged the formation of, and recruited 
among, Catholic Action groups. Yet it found competition even in these religious civic associations. 
Both Marín and Araníbar, for example, were members of the Young Christian Workers movement 
before joining the JJCC. Besides the forays of the old Marxist left towards these associations, the 
Christian Democratic Party had to compete with two offshoots of its own, the Popular Unitary 
Action Movement and the Christian Left Party, in the early 1970s. Competition among youth 
political organizations was often stiff. Particularly well documented are political conflicts in 
universities. Student politics increasingly mimicked national politics. Left-wing students 
competed head to head with Christian Democrat students for the control of the student 
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governments of the most prestigious universities. Some extremes groups outside the traditional 
parties also found hospitable milieus in specific universities, as was the case with the 
Revolutionary Left Movement (Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria, MIR) in the University 
of Concepción or the right-wing Guildist Movement (Movimiento Gremial) in the Pontifical 
Catholic University. Political competition also had an impact on high schools, especially in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. Activists of every political stripe competed in different social settings 
to conquer the hearts and minds of the Chilean youth. To an important extent, it was the country’s 
rich social fabric that encouraged many young men and women to become politically active in the 
Sixties. 
 
Party Headquarters: Making Friends and Making Out 
Memoirs, oral-history interviews, and other personal accounts suggest that many of the 
young Chilean communists of the Sixties spent several hours a week at party headquarters. 
Communist martyr Manuel Guerrero wrote a few years before being murdered in 1985 that he 
liked visiting the headquarters located on Monjitas Street when he was a teenager in the early 
1960s, “just to spend time there, because for me they were the Jota’s most beautiful headquarters 
of those years.”427 Two of my interviewees—Jaime and Boris—recalled spending several hours a 
day in other JJCC headquarters. Boris, who joined the organization in 1968 when he was a junior 
high student, lived only a few blocks from the JJCC headquarters in Santiago’s La Granja district. 
He described himself as a “Taliban of politics” back then—using this odd, anachronistic term to 
stress his fanaticism—and complained that the time he spent in party headquarters and in the streets 
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campaigning rarely left him time to sleep or study.428 Jaime, who joined the JJCC in 1967 when 
he was a university student, recalled spending his weekdays between the university campus and 
the JJCC headquarters on Marcoleta Street, even before becoming a functionary of the 
organization.429 The infamous Miguel Estay, who ended up collaborating with the Pinochet 
dictatorship’s intelligence groups and serving time for the murder of Manuel Guerrero and other 
underground communists, also became a regular of the headquarters located on Marcoleta Street 
in 1970, “where I stayed almost all day long, without a fixed schedule, [and where] hundreds of 
young people who shared the same ideology came by,” as he mentioned in court in 2001.430 
Perhaps no one has explained the significance of JJCC headquarters as well as Sergio 
Martínez, who joined the young communists’ organization in 1961 and was expelled in 1969, after 
a quasi-Stalinist investigation. In his memoirs, Martínez made a direct link between the JJCC, its 
headquarters, and its community of like-minded members: “The Jota, more specifically its central 
headquarters, which were then located at 832 Matta Avenue, near the corner of San Francisco 
[Street], had the characteristics of a home for me, and I think for several others as well.” For 
someone like him, who did not come from a communist environment and whose parents were 
getting a divorce, “the Jota was a sort of ideal haven. That was, in a way, my true family: the 
brotherhood of the young men and women devoted to the noble task of transforming the world—
the communists.”431 This section examines young communist sociability by focusing on peer 
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interactions at headquarters. It shows that the organization’s language of camaraderie was rooted 
in social practices—sharing a laugh and a cup of coffee, playing games and dancing together—
that made the promise of home a reality for a number of young men and women who visited these 
headquarters. 
Headquarters were an essential feature of Chilean communism during the twentieth 
century. Not only did they provide the PCCH with a place to conduct business in an orderly 
fashion, but they also gave communism a respectable public face in periods of open political 
competition. The party bought an impressive building at 716 Moneda Street in 1939, but was 
forced to give it up when González Videla unleashed his fury in 1947. Afterwards, party leaders 
had to meet in the houses of sympathetic members and rent smaller, less-noticeable places for 
roughly a decade, until the organization regained legal status in 1958. The spacious offices the 
PCCH’s central committee rented in the second-story of 416 Teatinos Street between 1958 and 
1973 were not as impressive as those of 716 Moneda Street, but they were equally well located: 
one block from Congress and three blocks from the Presidential Palace. Although the PCCH seems 
to have concluded from the bittersweet popular-front experience that renting might be wiser than 
buying, it owned twenty-three headquarters—including two JJCC properties—by the time of the 
1973 coup. Party leaders took pride in their ability to maintain these places, which tended to be 
well kept and were sometimes admired even by political adversaries.432 
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Like the PCCH, the JJCC took advantage of the opportunity created by the democratization 
of Chilean politics in the late 1950s and began to do political work publicly, after a decade of 
operating underground under precarious conditions.433 The JJCC main headquarters were first 
located on the second floor of the so-called People’s House on Compañía Street. This was the same 
building Salvador Allende used for his 1958 presidential campaign, which socialists and 
communists kept renting together after the election—the socialists used the building’s first floor. 
In October 1960 the JJCC leadership moved to the fourth floor of a building on Monjitas Street, 
inside the Capri shopping arcade. Exactly a year later it moved once again, now to a two-story 
building in Matta Avenue with eleven offices and a terrace. The JJCC main headquarters were 
located there for nearly nine years, until the organization bought a spacious building of its own on 
República Avenue—the other places mentioned above were all rented. The chronology of these 
changes of location is itself indicative of the growth of the organization throughout the years herein 
studied. Besides its main headquarters, the JJCC rented several other places in Santiago and other 
cities. The most famous site was located on Marcoleta Street, where high school and university 
students met, and which would later be used by the Pinochet dictatorship’s most brutal intelligence 
agency as its main headquarters. The organization’s ideal was to have their own headquarters in 
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every district, but economic conditions forced the PCCH and its youth wing to share the same 
building in several districts.434 
The legalization of communism and the establishment of JJCC headquarters throughout 
the country changed the dynamic between the organization and potential recruits. Previously, those 
interested in communism had a difficult time establishing contacts with active party members and 
usually joined their underground organization only by invitation. Left-leaning young people from 
different social and family backgrounds could now approach JJCC headquarters and ask to join. 
Equally important, they were always welcomed. Luisa Sáez, a teenager from a small town near 
Chillán who described herself as left-leaning yet not very politically informed, sent a letter to the 
editor of the JJCC magazine Ramona in 1973 asking about the location of the headquarters in 
Chillán and what she needed to do to join. She was “dying to belong to the JJ.CC.” The editor 
published the question and the answer—the headquarters address and the name of the person in 
charge—in the magazine for everyone to see and stressed that anyone could join the young 
communists’ organization, even Catholics or those who did not share all the tenets of Marxism.435 
JJCC headquarters developed traits of their own in the 1960s. They tended to be much more 
open to the community than those of the PCCH. Young communist leaders made every possible 
effort to give their headquarters a “youthful” character, to use a term of the day, and make them 
attractive to members and sympathizers alike. The JJCC often used its main headquarters to project 
films and host concerts, and the New Year’s Eve party that the organization hosted annually was 
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something of a tradition. The JJCC main headquarters included several amenities—a ping-pong 
table, a foosball table, chess boards, and so on—and a library to lure the more studious youth. 
There was also a café where regulars and visitors could buy coffee and sandwiches at convenient 
prices, thus encouraging people to spend their afternoons and evenings there. The JJCC main 
headquarters in Santiago provided a model for local headquarters around the country, and a number 
of these headquarters were able to buy a ping-pong table and furnish a library thanks to fundraising 
campaigns. The openness and youthful nature of JJCC headquarters sometimes sparked 
controversy among the old and the new guard. Gladys Marín mentioned in an interview several 
years later that some party leaders had been unsympathetic to the young communists’ idea of 
organizing a folk club in the JJCC main headquarters—although this permanent venue devoted to 
folk and protest music ended up being a big success—because of safety concerns. PCCH leaders 
feared government espionage and thought that party headquarters should be restricted in terms of 
access.436 
JJCC headquarters exerted attraction on young men and women and led some of them into 
the ranks of communism. Victoria Villagrán put it succinctly: “I joined the [Communist] Youth 
because the place caught my attention.” It was the lively nature of the JJCC headquarters on Matta 
Avenue that caught Villagrán’s attention in the late 1960s: “I used to take the bus in those years 
and it passed by the headquarters of the [Communist] Youth, and there was always a lot of young 
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people there, talking in the streets [and] inside [the building].” This high school senior happened 
to study nearby, which made it easier for her to inquire about what went on in such a young and 
lively place. “It was close to the school. So, one day I got off [the bus] before the school and went 
to look.” Billiards was ultimately responsible for this Catholic schoolgirl’s decision to knock on 
hell’s door. “I remember I was attracted by the fact that there was a [pool table behind a] window, 
the window was open and there was a pool table. I wanted to play pool.” Villagrán established 
amicable relations with the young men and women she met in these headquarters, which eventually 
led her to participate in political activities. “And, sure, I became friends with the people, with the 
young people there, and I started to attend the meetings.” This created a scandal in her religious 
school and her middle-class family. Yet this did not deter Villagrán. Within only a few years she 
became deeply involved in politics, so much so that she remained active after the coup and suffered 
imprisonment, torture, and exile in the mid-1970s.437 
The JJCC conceived of its headquarters as spaces where left-leaning young men and 
women could socialize among like-minded peers in a rather informal setting. Martínez described 
the JJCC headquarters on Matta Avenue as a hospitable and welcoming place, “where one could 
go not just to attend a meeting, but simply to hang around,” whether drinking coffee, eating 
sandwiches, or playing foosball.438 Some made lasting bonds while carrying out political tasks or 
participating in social activities. The firsthand accounts quoted at the beginning of the section 
provide illuminating evidence. Manuel Guerrero remembered seeing Secretary General José 
Weibel (1974-1976) for the first time playing table tennis at the headquarters located on Monjitas 
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Street in the early 1960s. Guerrero mentioned that Weibel, who became a close friend of his, “hit 
the ball and laughed like a kid.”439 Guerrero’s murderer Miguel Estay also made a few good friends 
at JJCC headquarters before switching teams in the mid-1970s and betraying their trust. In the 
Marcoleta Street headquarters he met young communist Mauricio Lagunas. Lagunas became such 
a reliable friend that Estay, whose family disintegrated shortly after the coup, went to live with 
Lagunas’ family in March 1974. He stayed several months in their house. From there he was 
abducted in December 1975, which led to him becoming an informant and, eventually, an 
intelligence agent.440 
The emotional bonds young communists forged in these places—and within the 
organization as a whole—were undergirded by a discourse of friendship and fraternity. The 
communist press often labeled JJCC headquarters “houses of the youth,” and young leaders drew 
upon family metaphors when describing the community-building purposes of such places. When 
inaugurating the headquarters located on Matta Avenue, for example, Gladys Marín uttered the 
following words: “We want to make this house a real home for the youth, so that the young 
communist and his friends can find here human warmth, sincere friendship.”441 Her speech echoed 
the words used by other young leaders to invite youths to attend the inauguration of the 
headquarters a few days earlier: “We want our house to be,” they expressed, “a real home for 
                                                 
439 Guerrero, Desde el túnel, pp. 119-123. 
440 Testimony of Miguel Estay Reyno, November 14, 2001, consulted in Sub Fondo Jurídico, FUNVISOL. See, also, 
Testimony of Mauricio Lagunas Sotomayor, November 13, 2001, consulted in Sub Fondo Jurídico, FUNVISOL. On 
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everyone who enters it.”442 The language of camaraderie and the recurrent family motifs used by 
the JJCC have influenced the way in which historical actors remember these years. Most of my 
interviewees spoke about their young comrades with fondness and echoed the discourse of the 
organization implicitly.443 
 JJCC headquarters were also places where some young members had their first sexual 
experiences, more or less serious, disregarding the somewhat strict rules of communist morality. 
Eugenio, who held a leading position in the local branch of the JJCC in Talca during the early 
1970s, recriminated a male comrade after finding him in a small room of the headquarters 
passionately kissing a female comrade. “Compañero, the headquarters are not meant for that kind 
of stuff,” Eugenio told the passionate lover. Eugenio and this comrade are still friends, and they 
both laugh when remembering this anecdote.444 A letter by a fifteen-year-old communist boy from 
Santiago published in the JJCC magazine Ramona is a powerful testimony to the emotional distress 
these romantic relationships could sometimes cause in young activists. B.D.Q.C., as this teenager 
signed the letter, dated a beautiful seventeen-year-old communist girl, “very well known by all the 
headquarters’ young communists [jotosos],” for thirteen days, before she terminated the 
relationship. “We broke up, but every day that goes by I love her more and more.” To make matters 
worse, the beautiful girl was now dating another comrade. “Every day that goes by I become more 
jealous of him and of everyone who talks to her, because… I dream I’m still [with her] and I have 
hopes to be with her again.” The existence of a place like the JJCC local headquarters, which all 
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443 For a different, much more negative view of the party’s family rhetoric, see Sergio Muñoz, Ardua libertad, Temuco: 
Ediciones Universidad de La Frontera, 1995, pp. 19-43 
444 Interview with Eugenio Jr. by Alfonso Salgado, Talca, August 19, 2012. 
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the people involved in this romantic affair visited regularly, was the cause of both solace and 
affliction for this young man: “I waste the whole afternoon at headquarters waiting for her to arrive 
and greet her… I think about her every minute, while she has thousands of things to think about.”445 
Some even met their future spouses at JJCC headquarters. The life story of José Zepeda—
which won second place in the short autobiography contest organized for the PCCH’s fiftieth 
anniversary—is telling. Zepeda first joined the JJCC in his hometown in 1959, but he remained 
inactive in the following years because he ran away from his home to try his luck in Santiago. By 
1964 he was wandering the streets of the capital in an appalling condition, unable to find a job and 
a place to sleep. “I was confused, wandering around Blas Vial Street when I saw a JJ.CC. 
headquarters where the ‘26th of July’ base met.” He explained his precarious situation to the young 
local leaders and asked for help. They took him in. Party headquarters were literally Zepeda’s 
home for several months. He survived the winter by burning political posters to fight the cold 
weather. His situation worsened when some comrades suggested giving up the headquarters, since 
they could not afford the rent; “for me, that meant ending up in the streets.” Zepeda convinced his 
comrades otherwise and was elected as new leader. “I recall only one compañera complaining, 
saying that people should not trust a stranger so much.” The young communists under his 
command increased their political work and organized a funding campaign that left enough money 
to buy books, a ping-pong table, and a chessboard. Zepeda’s personal luck also took a turn for the 
good. He eventually found a stable job and moved out. Ironically, he ended up marrying the young 
communist woman who had distrusted him at first: “That compañera who wanted to throw me to 
the streets would marry me and give me a daughter and the happiness of a modest communist 
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home.” Zepeda’s story is somewhat atypical, but it brings together several issues discussed in 
previous paragraphs—the homelike features of party headquarters, the development of emotional 
ties among members, and so on—in a poignant way.446 
 
 
Image 6: Young communists chanting in celebration of a JJCC congress 
Source: Vistazo, June 29, 1964, “Fogatas y trabajo voluntario, nuevos métodos solidarios de la 
juventud Allendista.” 
 
Compañeros: Love in the Time of Revolution 
Zepeda was not the only young communist who met his spouse in party headquarters. 
Future Secretary General Gladys Marín first saw Jorge Muñoz in the headquarters located on 
Compañía Street, in 1959, when she was seventeen. “I saw him in those old headquarters, in that 
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second floor packed full of students and workers,” Marín wrote in her memoirs. Marín and Muñoz 
bonded a few months later while doing volunteer work in La Victoria neighborhood—an activity 
organized by the JJCC—and married in 1961.447 Similarly, young cadre Manuel Guerrero saw his 
future wife Verónica Antequera for the first time in the headquarters located on Marcoleta Street. 
He was in a relationship with another woman then, but the couple was experiencing a rough patch 
due to Guerrero’s level of commitment to the cause. “After ending my long relationship with this 
girl, a painful and difficult experience,” Guerrero explained in his memoirs, “political activities 
brought Verónica and me together.” Her gaze met his on a demonstration on May 12, 1969. They 
sealed their love later that same year, in the second Valparaíso-to-Santiago march against 
imperialism.448 
Whereas previous generations of communists had often married people who did not belong 
to any political party and who sometimes did not even share the same political views, love among 
comrades became a measure of political commitment in the Sixties. A significant number of JJCC 
members—perhaps as many as a third of them—married within the organization. Several others 
married left-leaning people. The proportion of endogamous marriages was particularly high in the 
upper levels of the organization. The great majority of central committee members, for example, 
married other young communists.449 Several changes led to the increase in the ratio of marriages 
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among young communists. To start with, the number of young communist women grew 
significantly during the 1960s and early 1970s, which made it easier for male members to meet 
their future wives within the JJCC’s organizational structure.450 The very nature of the JJCC also 
contributed to the increase in the ratio. Besides providing its members with spaces like 
headquarters where young men and women could interact without adult supervision, the JJCC 
organized a variety of activities—from courses for cadres and political demonstrations to social 
parties and volunteer programs—that made it easy for male and female members to meet, 
intermingle, and fall in love. Most importantly, young communists felt an intense need to date and 
marry those who shared the same political ideology in order to have a fulfilling life. The cadres 
and most committed members favored relationships with partners who not only belonged to the 
same political organization but also understood the significance of politics in their lives and were 
willing to make sacrifices. 
The case of Gladys Marín is worth examining in greater detail. The very appointment of 
someone like her to lead the JJCC in 1965 illustrates the transformation of Chilean communism—
the PCCH leadership suggested her name, and, assembled in conference, the JJCC leadership 
accepted the proposition. Marín became the first woman ever to lead a youth political organization 
in Chile.451 She put special emphasis on the social and emotional life of young communists once 
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she became the JJCC’s Secretary General. Several members of Marín’s inner circle interviewed 
by Chilean historian Carolina Fernández-Niño portrayed Marín as a charismatic young leader who 
understood the importance of relationships and emotions for young people. To quote Crifé Cid, 
who met Marín while doing political work: “She was always for young people to be happy, to have 
happy experiences. She did not criticize young people for dating. On the contrary, she helped them 
build relationships that were beneficial for both.”452 Marín encouraged—rather than prevented—
romantic relationships among cadres. Marta Friz, a close friend of Marín since her years as a 
student in the Normal School, described her as a great casamentera, or matchmaker. “She 
sometimes had these ideas, that this guy and that girl could date, and besides if the two are together 
they will do better political work.” Asked whether Marín’s matchmaking abilities led to successful 
results, Friz replied affirmatively: “Yeah, yeah, she had a very good eye. I think she brought 
together several couples.”453 Friz explained to Fernández-Niño that romantic relationships, with 
their joys and sorrows, were part and parcel of their daily lives as young communists. She recalled 
the attraction she felt for some male comrades and the gossip she shared with female comrades. 
Fernández-Niño laughed when Friz mentioned such mundane events, but the interviewee made a 
point of clarifying that, for young men and women, feelings are no joke. 
Oral history is a great source of information on how young communists met and fell in 
love. Some met in activities that were very political in nature. Jaime, a university student who rose 
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rapidly in the JJCC’s hierarchy after joining in 1967, met his future wife while teaching a course 
for young communist cadres in 1971. “I taught a class about historical materialism and she is a 
history teacher, so she was always arguing with me,” he remembered jokingly during a four-hour 
interview. Jaime and his fiancée threw a small wedding party in March 1973, attended by party 
comrades and family members. Jaime distanced himself from the PCCH in the late 1980s and 
abandoned the ideas of his youth in the ensuing years. Nevertheless, when asked to provide an 
assessment of the pros and cons of his twenty-year experience as a communist, he underlined the 
friendships and enriching relationships he built within the JJCC. “Of course,” he added, “I 
wouldn’t have met my wife, nor would I have succeeded in forming the family I built [if I hadn’t 
been a communist] because, in the end, I met her in this business. She was my student. So, that’s 
a plus that [leads me to] an extraordinarily positive assessment.”454 
Others met at parties and social activities that had less direct relation with politics. Take 
the case of Inés Maldonado, the widow of Hernán Chamorro, a communist worker killed in 
October 1973. When asked how she met her husband, Maldonado replied: “Would you believe me 
if I told you that I met my husband in a party, in a party of the [Communist] Youth?” Maldonado 
and her young communists friends were dancing and having fun in the house of a family linked to 
the PCCH when Chamorro and two other young communists from another group, or base, arrived. 
“The truth is that they caught everyone’s attention because they danced wonderfully… My 
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husband was an excellent dancer. He danced rock and roll and in those years it was the most 
popular, trendiest.”455  
To understand why so many young communists fell in love with, and married, fellow 
comrades, we need to account for their feelings. The letters published in Ramona’s Letters to the 
Editor section “Only Ask” are a fascinating window into the minds and hearts of young activists, 
a veritable “archive of feelings.”456 The section of this young communist magazine was open to 
discuss issues such as love and sex from the very beginning; indeed, the section’s full name was 
“Only Ask… that here we answer even that,” a euphemism for sex. Yet while in its beginnings 
“Only Ask” discussed love and sex in a somewhat theoretical register, the section eventually 
became a public forum to share sentimental disappointments and request love and sex advice. The 
letters sent by the readers factored in this shift. Readers—especially young readers—seemed to 
have been more interested in talking about their own personal experiences regarding love and sex 
than in discussing revolutionary love or sexual education in lofty terms. Visual artist and 
philosophy student Juan Guillermo Tejeda was in charge of answering the letters sent to this 
section, although he did not sign these responses. Interestingly, Tejeda seems to have been a JJCC 
sympathizer, not a card-carrying member. In an interview conducted in the mid-1990s, he 
described himself as being in-between the hippies and the communists back then.457 The existence 
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of a love advice forum—common in women’s magazines and non-political youth magazines—in 
a left-wing magazine was surprising, and even more so the appointment of someone like Tejeda.458 
What a reading of this archive reveals is a strong longing for affection. I have already 
quoted a letter sent by B.D.Q.C., who spent his afternoons in party headquarters just to see his 
beautiful ex-girlfriend. Several others like his can be found in “Only Ask.” A letter by a young 
man from Valparaíso, for example, echoes B.D.Q.C.’s feelings of despair. This young man 
explained that he had recently met a twenty-year-old communist woman. “She has been on my 
mind since that day. I want her [la quiero].” He had come forward and confessed his feelings to 
her the previous Christmas. She told him that she needed to know him better before starting a 
relationship, and they went out a few times. “On January 27 we went to a dance party in Los 
Placeres Hill, and that night she told me that we would be friends and wouldn’t date, I mean, she 
was pushing me away.” This young man’s heart was broken, and he wrote to Ramona asking for 
advice: “What should I do, follow her or lay off?” The editor advised the reader to befriend the 
woman before inquiring about her feelings once again; “go to the movies, chat, exchange books, 
do political work, go out in groups, etc.” Together, Tejeda and the readers discussed strategies to 
date and cope with rejection, loneliness, and so forth.459  
 A reading of “Only Ask” also confirms the relevance of the social activities organized by 
the JJCC in the quest to find romance. An eighteen-year-old man, for example, lamented his fate 
in another letter. He had fallen in love many times, but he had never had a girlfriend or a sexual 
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relationship, for he was too shy and had an inferiority complex. This unlucky young man had 
joined the JJCC only a month and a half ago, and he had already met several women who might 
have eased his feelings of solitude. “I have met several compañeros and compañeras. I made a 
good first impression on many of them, one of whom I really liked, but I never talked to her 
because of my shyness, until a compañero stole her from me, as always happens to me.” This was 
not the only female comrade who had caught this young man’s attention in that brief, one-and-a-
half-month period, however. “I recently met a young girl [chiquilla] from the Jota who is several 
years younger than me, but I think I love her deeply,” this young man went on to add.460 “Rulitos,” 
a fifteen-year-old woman from Rancagua who had recently moved to Santiago, was also 
experiencing love sorrows after meeting someone in an activity organized by the JJCC, although 
shyness was not her problem. “I met the compañero I like doing volunteer work [in another city]. 
I was immediately drawn to him, but this guy only took an interest in me while we were there. We 
made out and then he gave me the cold shoulder.” Like the unlucky eighteen-year-old man, Rulitos 
had a big enough heart to love two people at once. She also felt attracted by another young man 
and asked for advice. The editor explained to Rulitos “that the heart at fifteen is passionate and 
amorous. Pay attention: amorous. Rather than falling in love, the heart at this age is inclined to 
love.”461 
 Other answers by the editor of “Only Ask” reveal a nuanced approach to love and 
monogamy. In a letter published on June 19, 1973, a young left-leaning reader asked for advice. 
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She had been in a relationship with a left-wing man from another city for roughly a year and a half. 
He was nice and considerate, but she was not sure whether she really loved him. She had recently 
met another man and started a secret, simultaneous relationship. This new boyfriend now wanted 
something more serious, but she did not want to commit further. In his response, the editor pointed 
out that she seemed to love both men, but neither of them enough to have “a special, exclusive, 
rich, and profound relationship to not need any other affairs.” The editor gave her a piece of advice 
that, he said, “could sound a little weird: do not decide yet. Give yourself some time. Get off your 
mind the felt urgency to solve your sentimental issues.” The editor was not encouraging parallel 
relationships. The girl already had them. She now had to proceed slowly, “letting the events take 
place by themselves. And when you find yourself connected to one of the two young men, when 
you have the sensation that that person is all you need, only then you should make a formal 
decision.”462 
 The concepts of compañero and compañera, as used to refer to romantic partners, were 
among the most effective tools the JJCC had to channel passionate emotions into special, 
exclusive, rich, and profound relationships. To quote the soon to be married, twenty-one-year-old 
Gladys Marín in her role as the cadre in charge of women’s affairs in the JJCC: “In our 
relationships, the most important thing is mutual respect and responsibility. The young girl stops 
being simply the girlfriend [polola] and becomes the comrade, the compañera.”463 Terms such as 
compañero and compañera—which referred to either partners or spouses—tended to make 
relationships among young communists more serious. They eased the distinction between dating 
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and marrying, forcing young men and women to conceive of their boyfriends and girlfriends—
especially of those who shared their same ideology—as life partners from early on. Tatiana 
Zamorano, a second-generation communist, wrote a short biographic piece in the early 1970s that 
speaks to these issues. She met her future husband during the 1958 presidential campaign, when 
she was only seventeen, and married him in 1963. “I had told myself that if I agreed to date a 
PC[CH] or Jota member, it would be to the compañero of my life, the father of my future children, 
and not just to pass the time. And this because of the immense respect for our Party that they 
instilled in us from childhood.”464 
To be sure, the terms compañero and compañera had been in vogue for decades among 
communists to refer to their life partners. But the young communists of the 1960s made these 
words theirs and imbued them with new meaning.465 These were terms of great emotional import, 
informed by notions of revolutionary heroism, equality between partners, and long-term 
commitment—to both their partners and the revolution. The weight of these terms comes through 
very clearly in poetry, for young communists did not refrain from writing poems to express their 
intimate emotions or declare their love publicly. Nineteen-year-old Luis Omar Lara, for example, 
sent a poem titled “You and I” to the young communists’ magazine Gente Joven in 1961, which 
began with the following lines: “One raised fist / you and I. / We are one chant / in the immense 
concert of life. / When you came / and decided to add your voice to mine / and not call yourself 
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Anouk / but simply my compañera / how my heart did burn!” The speaker makes clear from the 
beginning the political underpinnings of the romantic partnership by drawing upon the imagery of 
the raised fist, an easily understood symbol of resistance. He then uses the term compañera to 
mark the sealing of the relationship, which is imagined to last “forever / and ever,” as if the word 
itself had the power of a marriage contract.466 Perhaps no other collection of poems captures the 
significance of romantic life partnership as well as Efraín Barquero’s La Compañera. An analysis 
of this poetry book is beyond the scope of this chapter, but the way in which the poet explained 
his purpose to the communist press will suffice: “I think love poems are always a little egotistical. 
They place women much below men. I treat the woman as an equal, precisely like a compañera.”467 
 Young communists understood their personal and political commitments as intertwined. 
They longed not just for love, but for love from someone worthy to be called compañero or 
compañera. Finding such a worthy partner was not always easy. Take the case of young party 
cadre Carlos Berger. Berger traveled to the Soviet Union on September 6, 1970, immediately after 
Salvador Allende’s electoral triumph, to do a two-year course for cadres. He had broken up with 
his wife a few months earlier, and in a letter dated November 3, 1970, he tried to explain to his 
mother in further detail why he had ended the relationship and why he was now sure his marriage 
was completely over. The main issue was not, as his mother had suggested, the incompatibility of 
the couple’s characters—Berger being an optimist and his wife being a pessimist—but an 
incompatibility rooted in a deeper, philosophical understanding of the world. “She sees the world 
with the typical outlook of a petit bourgeois [pequeña burguesita]. The world is just as it behaves 
                                                 
466 Gente Joven, July 13, 1961, p. 10, “Tú y yo.” Several other love poems can be found in this magazine. 
467 Vistazo, January 22, 1957, “Harán películas con versos del joven poeta.” See Efraín Barquero, La compañera, 
Santiago: Editorial Nascimento, 1956. 
260 
 
towards her. There is nothing beyond the end of her nose, [beyond] what surrounds her, what she 
sees, what she hears. Pure subjectivism. The things that happened to her are real; the others are 
not. And I think that I have been able to rise above such a peculiar and narrow-minded view of the 
petite bourgeoisie.” Berger went on to discuss in his letter how one should see the world, indulging 
in a three-paragraph criticism of the “bourgeois idealist philosophy” on which his ex-wife’s 
worldview was based and a three-paragraph example about how one should see the Soviet Union. 
He then came back to the issue at stake to drive his message home. “It’s not just about being an 
optimist or a pessimist,” he reiterated. The key was what he called el sentido de trascendencia, or 
“the sense of transcendence. I need to go beyond, to justify myself, to do something, to inhabit the 
world. She doesn’t need that because the world ends with her and there is nothing beyond, or, if 
there is, it doesn’t concern her, unless it relates to her. And I insist that this is not a fault of hers, 
but—I’m now realizing—a common way of seeing the world, common to a class.”468 
Other private letters by communist cadres offer further insight into the blending of politics 
and love. Take a letter written by Jorge Muñoz to Gladys Marín on November 7, 1973, less than 
two months after the coup. This letter is a great example not only of the merging of political and 
romantic commitments, but also of the strength of both kinds of commitments that sometimes 
resulted of the fusion. As explained above, Muñoz and Marín met at JJCC headquarters in 1959 
and married in 1961. The 1973 coup forced the couple to live separately—Muñoz went 
underground while Marín searched for haven in an Embassy—and communicate through letters. 
This fateful event taught Muñoz to “value love: the immense value of having you as a compañera 
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(I think that the fact of having being your compañero for fourteen years is already a lot [to be 
thankful for], it’s enough reason to be grateful of life).” The defeat of the left and the couple’s 
forced separation took a toll on Muñoz, who, in his letter, confessed to his wife having cried in 
solitude about a month ago. On that occasion, Muñoz explained to Marín, “I swore to be worthy 
(as I had already promised) of the P[arty], of you, of my children.” Muñoz’s promises of political 
loyalty—made twenty years ago—and marital fidelity—made fourteen years ago—were 
intertwined in his mind, and this strengthened both his political commitment and their intimate tie. 
“An invisible thread of a material not yet invented by man, of infinite strength, connects me to 
you. You are my pride and my joy. You know that, don’t you? Together with the great path I 
chose, which gives meaning to life, you are the most intimate. My decision to struggle (a 
commitment made twenty years ago), to be a worthy combatant, is connected to the personal, to 
you, and this (which the enemy would like to break to break our spirit) will carry me until we meet 
[again] to have the [third] son [you long for], to see each other’s eyes, to be together.”469 
The tone of Carlos Berger’s and Jorge Muñoz’s letters should not lead historians to think 
that young communists understood love in purely ideological terms. For all the seriousness of the 
topic, Carlos Berger never stopped making jokes about love and romantic life. This comes through 
more clearly in his correspondence with his brothers, although he also made some witty remarks 
in some of the letters he sent to his mother. The tone of the letters Carlos exchanged with his 
brothers Carlos and Eduardo is light and playful. When Carlos complained about his loneliness, 
Eduardo advised him to lower his standards and try his luck with less attractive women. When 
Carlos learned that his brother Ricardo was dating someone new, he congratulated him and 
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immediately asked him: “And how is she in bed?”470 Carlos also ended up dating someone—
Valentina, a young Chilean studying medicine in the Patrice Lumumba People’s Friendship 
University—in the Soviet Union, even though he knew that the relationship had no future. Carlos, 
who traveled to the Soviet Union to study Marxism, was definitely the most politicized and 
ideologically-motivated of the Berger brothers, but he should not be mistaken for a fanatical and 
sectarian cadre or a bookish intellectual. On the contrary, he was expansive and affable. To quote 
Eduardo’s 2006 memoirs: “Ricardo and I knew that Carlos was not smarter than us, but we could 
not deny that he was much more charismatic and funnier.”471 
Cadres like Carlos Berger and Jorge Muñoz were certainly more ideologically driven than 
the teenagers who wrote to Ramona, but they also fell in love with left-wing politics and left-wing 
women in an environment of comradery and friendship. This vital experience informed their 
understandings of politics and love, and it continued to do so even after they had been uprooted 
from such a lively social atmosphere and could only retrieve it through an act of imagination. 
Berger often complained to his family about his boring life in Moscow, especially before meeting 
Valentina. “I keep studying and it’s actually quite boring to study without having anything else to 
do. I don’t go out, I don’t go for a walk, [and] I don’t have girlfriends. There are no fun meetings. 
No one is making the revolution. In sum, I spend all day inside [the university] studying or in 
classes. It’s such a drag.”472 Berger needed the company of his friends and comrades in order to 
reinvigorate his commitment to Marxism, and he decided to cut his studies short and come back 
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to Chile to collaborate with the Allende administration and make the revolution. Similarly, after 
the 1973 coup, underground activists often felt the need to evoke the world they had lost and for 
which they were fighting in solitude. In a 1975 letter to Gladys Marín, for example, a nostalgic 
and lonely Jorge Muñoz evoked a vacation on a lake the couple had spent with like-minded friends: 
“on that occasion, there was a moment of peace, of harmony, of complete joy… [Y]ou were 
reading, our friends were lying nearby, and I was looking at you. Such a beauty!”473 
Besides the activists’ subjective predisposition to share their lives with someone who 
understood the significance of politics in their lives, the JJCC’s organizational culture also made 
relationships with non-party members difficult. Take the case of Sergio Martínez, whose 
recruitment in 1961 and expulsion in 1969 has already been mentioned above. In his memoirs he 
suggested that his personality and non-communist relations—besides the party’s siege mentality—
made it difficult for him to keep rising up in the organization, notwithstanding the time and effort 
he devoted to it, because “some sectors of the leadership of the Communist Youth never felt I was 
completely ‘one of them.’” For all the ties of camaraderie he forged at party headquarters, Martínez 
never stopped having non-communist relations. In fact, his best friends were not party members 
and most of his girlfriends during his eight years as a member did not belong to the JJCC either. 
He eventually stopped putting so much effort in becoming a disciplined cadre and decided to 
devote instead more time to his studies of philosophy and his non-communist girlfriend, although 
he remained a JJCC member until his expulsion in 1969. The organization’s siege mentality 
continued to affect his life after this date. Once outside the organization, Martínez recalled in his 
memoirs, a former comrade “took advantage of the situation to threaten me for talking to a 
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communist girl in whom he was interested. As you can see, to add an ideological touch to an issue 
of mere jealousy was obligatory back in those days of activism.”474 
 Equally revealing is the case of Julieta, the only one of my young communist interviewees 
who married a member of another political party before the 1973 coup. Julieta joined the JJCC 
when she was fifteen, and her years of greatest political activism coincided with her last as a high 
school student in the late 1960s. In 1970, she went on to study in the Valparaíso campus of the 
Universidad de Chile, where the JJCC competed head to head with the Socialist Youth and several 
ultra-left organizations. There she met film student Romeo, who belonged to the MIR, an ultra-
left group very critical of the JJCC. Julieta dated Romeo, hung out with his leftist friends, and 
participated in the Frente de Estudiantes Revolucionarios, or FER, a mass front organized by the 
MIR to attract left-leaning students. “I recall participating in the FER, because Romeo was there, 
but I was never a MIR member.” Julieta remained formally a JJCC member until the coup. 
However, she participated less and less in the social and political activities organized by the JJCC, 
and she sensed that her communist comrades did not trust her as much as they used to because of 
her relations. “I was still a communist, but [to them] I was the partner of this mirista,” as MIR 
members were called. Romeo’s friends from the MIR were slightly more welcoming. They used 
to tease Julieta by calling her “revisionist,” a denigrating label for any self-styled revolutionary. 
This case suggests that women might have had less autonomy to choose their partners outside the 
boundaries of their political organization, given the gendered assumptions of the era. More 
importantly, as the cases of both Sergio Martínez and Julieta demonstrate, the young communists’ 
social circles coincided only partially with those of the party. Young communists could, and often 
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did, find love outside the confines of the organization. Some even dated members from competing 
left-wing organizations. More often than not, however, sectarianism came into play in these 
relationships.475 
 It is perhaps pertinent to end this section reflecting on the case of this communist Julieta 
and her leftist Romeo. A lot of scholarly ink has been spilled trying to explain the relationship 
between the old left and the new left, in Chile and elsewhere. The JJCC and the MIR did have 
different—even competing—ideas about what revolutionary love should be, just like they had 
different ideological stances on almost everything else. Yet this should not blind scholars to the 
similarities that underpinned competing notions of love in the Sixties. Members from different 
political organizations and social movements—be they from the old left, the new left, or even the 
hippie movement—often searched for their soulmates among those who belonged to the same 
subculture or shared some basic ideas about the world. On a deeper, more important level, all the 
activists of the Sixties shared the belief that their personal decisions regarding love—whether the 
decision was to marry someone who shared your ideas, leave your partner for the revolution, or 
explore your sexuality with as many partners as possible—were inextricably linked to their 
worldviews. 
 
A Small Revolution: Premarital Sex and Birth Control 
This final section discusses the way in which the JJCC approached the issue of sex during 
the Popular Unity government. To uncover the young communists’ attitude toward sex, I focus on 
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the abovementioned Ramona, published by the JJCC between October 29, 1971 and September 
11, 1973. The idea seems to have come from Secretary General Gladys Marín and a professionally-
diverse group of people linked to the JJCC, with the agreement and support of the PCCH.476 The 
young communists’ magazine appealed to the youth by discussing popular culture (articles on 
music, television, and movies abound) and addressing controversial issues, such as sex and drugs. 
Ramona was quite successful in gaining a wide and loyal readership, especially when compared 
to Gente Joven, Audacia, and other magazines published by the JJCC in previous years. 
Underscoring the tensions between the PCCH and its youth wing, this section shows that young 
communists approached the changing patterns in sexuality in a flexible manner and often 
challenged—sometimes implicitly, sometimes explicitly—the conservative mores of the old 
guard. 
Sex was a taboo subject in Chile until the mid-1960s, when mass media began to draw 
attention to contraception and premarital sex.477 Magazines played a key role in stimulating public 
discussion. Paula, a magazine that targeted middle-class women and grouped open-minded 
journalists without strong ties to the left, launched its first issue in 1967 with a controversial article 
titled “Should I Take the Pill?” The magazine answered positively.478 Paula’s provocative 
journalism prompted a more open discussion about female sexuality and forced Chile’s traditional 
women’s magazines, such as Rosita and Eva, to offer something more than the typical fashion, 
                                                 
476 Francisco Suazo, “La prensa de izquierda en el gobierno de la Unidad Popular. La revista Ramona y el proyecto 
de transformaciones sociales del gobierno de Salvador Allende. Octubre 1971-Octubre 1972,” B.A. thesis, 
Universidad de Santiago de Chile, 2003, pp. 46-51; Fernández-Niño, “Revista Ramona (1971-1973),” p. 136. 
477 Jadwiga Pieper Mooney, The Politics of Motherhood: Maternity and Women’s Rights in Twentieth-Century Chile, 
Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009, p. 51. 
478 Paula 1, July 1967, “¿Debo tomar la píldora?” 
267 
 
cooking, and parenting advice. Youth sexuality began to draw the attention of the public around 
the same time, although the discussion took a while to gain momentum. The most popular youth 
magazines of the 1960s, Ritmo and Rincón Juvenil, focused on popular music and fashion trends, 
and they rarely addressed the matter of sex. The appearance of new youth magazines published by 
the left, such as Ramona and Onda, contributed to changing the landscape in the early 1970s. 
Ramona and Onda were mainly political outlets, but they both contributed to make youth 
sexuality an important issue of public discussion in Chile during the Allende years. The Popular 
Unity coalition launched Onda on September 17, 1971 to compete with the apolitical youth 
magazines that dominated the market. However, communists did not feel entirely comfortable with 
Onda’s editorial line—arguably, to the left of the PCCH and its youth wing—and they decided to 
launch Ramona a few weeks later. Disregarding the political disagreements between the young 
editorial teams of Onda and Ramona, the two magazines spoke the lingo of the youth and discussed 
sex quite often, in somewhat similar terms.479 In its very first issue, Onda published a long piece 
that addressed premarital sex and drug consumption, among other controversial topics.480 Sex 
filled several pages of the magazine. Unlike Ramona, Onda included a regular section on sex 
written by sexologists, which discussed topics ranging from menstruation and ejaculation to 
erogenous zones and sexually transmitted diseases. 
Controversy surrounded Ramona from its very beginning. The magazine interviewed a 
somewhat famous showgirl for its second issue and published a naked picture of her in the 
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centerfold pages.481 “The party’s political commission summoned us,” young communist cadre 
Ernesto Ottone remembered in his 2014 memoirs. “We went with Gladys [Marín] as our standard 
bearer; we knew things looked bad. They began by praising our creativity, and then immediately 
asked us to ‘end the pornography,’ [arguing] that ours was a serious party.”482 Two of my 
interviewees recalled the same incident—before Ottone had published his memoirs—and used a 
strikingly similar language to speak about the controversy. I first heard about this controversy from 
Héctor, whose case was discussed at the beginning of the chapter. According to Héctor, “The old 
Party members [los viejos del Partido] made a scandal out of this publication.” Héctor used this 
anecdote to illustrate the conservative stance (“el pacatismo”) of the old guard on issues of this 
sort.483 Boris spontaneously remembered the same incident when discussing the youth culture and 
the generational conflicts of the era: “There was even a conflict because a naked woman once 
appeared in Ramona. Thus, well, this created a scandal, even within the Party.” I asked Boris 
whether the old communists were the ones scandalized by the picture. He concurred. According 
to him, older communists “would have preferred a Ramona that was youthful but old,” that is, 
young in its format and old in its content. “There was a struggle there, sometimes, and you had to 
try and break the siege because we said: ‘We are young, huevón, let’s read something different.’”484 
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Premarital sex, a common yet rarely acknowledged practice in twentieth-century Chile, 
was one of the most relevant themes discussed in Ramona. Communists had surely engaged in 
premarital sex even during the most virtuous periods of “communist morality,” but the party had 
not publicly commented, much less defended, premarital sex before. Of special interest here is a 
1969 interview that the PCCH’s Secretary General, Luis Corvalán, gave to the communist daily 
El Siglo in a special issue dedicated to the youth. His young interviewer posed the following 
question: “Do you agree with premarital relationships between young people?” A question to 
which Corvalán answered: “Yes, on the understanding that these relationships take place within 
the framework of a healthy morality, based on love, and with the necessary precautions to avoid 
any complications.” Leaving aside the degree of conservatism one may read in Corvalán’s words, 
this is a telling excerpt because it shows the interest of young communists in discussing the topic. 
Indeed, it was the JJCC interviewer who posed the question in the official party press and forced 
the PCCH’s Secretary General to state his opinion on the subject.485 Premarital sex remained a 
matter of controversy among communists in the following years. Some famous party members, 
like the octogenarian savant Alejandro Lipschutz, came out publicly against this practice.486 
 Depicting premarital sex as “a pronounced youth tendency,” young communists addressed 
this controversial issue openly and quite frequently.487 The discussion on the trends of the “sexual 
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revolution” abroad figured prominently in Ramona. Split into a capitalist and a socialist part, the 
divided Germany attracted most attention. Ramona surely drew a line between menacing 
transformations in the West and positive improvements in the East. Nevertheless, the magazine’s 
treatment of the sexual revolution abroad cannot be reduced to these Manichean terms. Under a 
Cold War rhetoric that denounced capitalism and praised socialism, young communists drew 
selective lessons from both camps. German psychologists and doctors from both sides were given 
the status of experts, and graphic designers accompanied many of these articles with suggestive 
images.488 
Ramona endorsed premarital sex. It did so, nevertheless, indirectly and somewhat timidly 
at first. In an issue published in May 1972, the magazine transcribed a lively discussion on love 
and sex among high school students—all of whom seem to have been left-wingers, most likely 
communists. “I agree with premarital sexual relationships among young people as long as they are 
psychologically prepared for them,” the first student said. The following students uttered similar 
statements, though gendered discrepancies factored in the discussion—as a rule, the young women 
involved in this discussion tended to be more skeptical than their male peers about the benefits of 
premarital sex. In a July 1972 article devoted to parents facing their children’s newly acquired 
sexual freedom, the magazine employed the expert voice of a psychologist from a West German 
university to advance its arguments. Rather than closing their eyes or building obstacles to prevent 
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their children from engaging in premarital sex, parents had to acknowledge and allow “what was 
already happening,” the German psychologist argued.  
These two journalistic pieces approached premarital sex defensively and ended with 
conservative twists. Grappling with the contradictions between their physical needs and their status 
as dependent adolescents, the high school students ended their discussion praising the “sublimation 
of sexual activity” for revolutionary ideals. The final words of the German psychologist 
encouraged parents to educate their children “to reject sex without love, just like today they reject 
love without sex.”489 Some articles published later on were much more audacious, however. 
Journalism student and communist sympathizer Patricia Politzer, for example, discussed in a 
January 1973 piece the problems many young couples experienced when trying to take their loving 
relationship to the next level. Drawing upon the expert opinion of sexologists, she explained that 
“making out” was a pleasant yet only temporary phase, and that it should not preclude couples 
from engaging in what they wanted and needed—sex.490 
The line that divided “sexual education” from “pornography” was a particularly thin one 
in communist subculture, and the young communists of the time often crossed it when trying to 
redraw the boundaries of the permissible. In May 1972, a reader sent a letter complaining about 
the magazine’s fixation with sex. He said that he had noted an increasing tendency in Ramona and 
other magazines to address sex and related topics, sometimes verging on pornography, and he 
argued against this trend: “I believe that if our youth is to remain healthy, there should be no 
compromise on these topics. Nor should [the magazine] awaken the desire for obscenities and 
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vulgarities under the pretext of ‘reporting.’” In his response, the editor of the section “Only Ask” 
admitted that sex had become a popular topic, discussed more and more often in Ramona and other 
magazines, but he did not consider this reprehensible. On the contrary, the editor believed that 
youth magazines had finally began to address the concerns of young people, who wanted to break 
the taboos and know more about sex. “In our view,” the editor explained, “information about sex 
is not merely permissible. We feel that is our duty to talk about it, to promote culture and raise 
consciousness about [the significance of] sexuality, so young people can experience love and 
eroticism in a freer way than ever before.” The editor’s strikingly long answer quoted the famous 
German sex educator Oswalt Kolle to support his viewpoint. It also drew upon and recommended 
a handbook on sexuality recently published by the government’s printing house Quimantú, a sign 
of the government’s greater interest in sex. By referring to these authoritative sources, the editor 
clearly distinguished sex education from pornography. The magazine endorsed the former and 
claimed to have nothing to do with the latter: “There is no intention to publish pornography neither 
in this problem page nor in any other section of Ramona.”491 
A similar debate ensued later that same year. In August 1972 a mother sent a letter to “Only 
Ask” asking for advice to help her develop a trusting relationship with her daughter, who was 
enjoying her youth by dating young men and going out with friends. The key, the editor of this 
section explained, lay in understanding the time they lived in and respecting her daughter’s 
privacy. The editor addressed the issue of premarital sex explicitly and even linked it to greater 
political awareness: “The tendency among the most conscious youth is to experience love in all of 
its dimensions before getting married.” The editor then went on to say that parents should not 
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create a scandal when they learn that their daughters were having sex, nor condemn them for what 
was not morally condemnable. The editor’s response elicited a reply from a self-declared left-wing 
educator. Paraphrasing Lenin, the educator accused the editor of implying “that ‘even that’ [sex] 
can be done with the same rashness with which ‘one drinks a glass of water.’” In his response, the 
editor clarified the magazine’s stance: “We favor a more open attitude towards sex—more 
information, less prejudices, and a freer and calmer attitude, which would provide sexual solutions 
for sexual problems. Honestly, we do not see in this position the slightest defense of licentiousness 
or sexual laxity. We are not promoting sexual terrorism. We just want to produce a small 
revolution.”492 
New technologies also played a role in the young communists’ revolution. Communists 
had traditionally had a difficult time endorsing birth control—Lenin’s famous critique of Neo-
Malthusianism set the line. The U.S. funding of family planning programs in the Global South 
made birth control an even more problematic issue for communists during the 1960s. Some 
communist leaders rushed to denounce family planning as an imperialist ploy, both in Chile and 
elsewhere. In Chile, birth control methods began to be widely distributed by the Eduardo Frei 
administration (1964-1970), which carried out extensive family planning programs thanks to its 
links with Chilean doctors and U.S.-based foundations. A public discussion on family planning 
and birth control ensued. In the context of this broader national debate, some communist doctors 
well-versed on the topic—Hernán Sanhueza, Tegualda Monreal, and others—tried to persuade the 
PCCH leadership to amend its negative stance on family planning and birth control.493 These 
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doctors obtained moderate success in reopening the debate in the mid-to-late 1960s and the 
leadership assumed a more flexible attitude.494 Unfortunately, the fact that the physician leading 
the family planning crusade in Chile, Benjamín Viel, publicly campaigned for the right-wing 
candidate Jorge Alessandri in the 1970 presidential elections, proved critical to Allende’s decision 
not to prioritize family planning programs.495 
Without using the American-sponsored concept of “family planning,” birth control 
surfaced in the pages of Ramona during the early 1970s. One of the most significant contributions 
of the magazine to the young communists’ sexual revolution was a five-issue report on birth 
control provocatively titled “How to have a boyfriend without getting pregnant?” The report’s 
purported mission was merely “to inform the magazine’s young readers of the birth control 
methods” at their disposal. The arguments the magazine employed to present this report were 
similar to those discussed in previous paragraphs. “Premarital relationships are no longer an 
exception,” said the lead of the first article. It linked unwanted pregnancies with risky clandestine 
abortions, therefore making birth control methods seem like a lesser evil. The strongest—yet still 
mild—political intervention was reserved for the subhead of the last article:  
Some people believe that a youth magazine like Ramona should not address these 
topics because it encourages young people to engage in premarital sexual 
relationships. We believe that this argument is wrong, and that the ones who employ 
it are very distant from young people. We did not tell young people to make love 
before getting married; they DO IT, and without even asking for our opinion. 
Consequently, and since Ramona is a magazine dedicated to young people, we have 
the obligation to inform them of birth control methods, which will prevent them 
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from having to visit a midwife [sic] to solve the problem of an unwanted 
pregnancy.496 
In a sense, young communists were catching up with their peers. The aforementioned Onda, for 
example, had already discussed birth control methods quite thoroughly before Ramona published 
its five-issue report.497 On another level, however, it can be argued that the young editorial teams 
of Ramona and Onda were breaking new ground and surpassing the still prudish political elites 
that dominated the country. While political leaders were still discussing whether family planning 
was desirable among married couples, youth magazines like Ramona and Onda succeeded in 
introducing the topic of birth control among their young readerships when discussing premarital 
sex.  
 The most interesting tactical innovation in this revolutionary struggle for premarital sex 
and birth control lay not in the consciously political phrases sprinkled in these reports, but in the 
eminently technical nature of these pieces. Ramona’s five-issue report can be considered 
“technical” in the sense that it dealt mostly with medical issues and relied on the expertise of 
Doctor Lucía López, head of the maternity section of the Health National Service. Published in 
1973, each article of this five-issue report devoted between three and four pages to discussing 
different birth control methods, such as contraceptive pills (April 4), intrauterine devices (April 
10), traditional methods (April 17), and male contraceptives (April 24). The last article assessed 
the pros and cons of each method (May 1). Most likely written by the aforementioned journalist 
Patricia Politzer, these medico-journalistic articles were written in an overtly didactic format, 
                                                 
496 Ramona 79, May 1, 1973, “Hoy día le toca a: Lo bueno y lo malo de los diferentes métodos anticonceptivos.” See, 
also, Ramona 75, April 3, 1973, “Hoy día le toca a la píldora”; Ramona 76, April 10, 1973, “Hoy le toca a los DIU”; 
Ramona 77, April 17, 1973, “Hoy día le toca a los métodos tradicionales”; Ramona 78, April 24, 1973, “Hoy les toca 
a los métodos para hombres.” All the quotes of this and the next paragraph refer to these articles. 
497 See, e.g., Onda, November 11, 1972, “La anticoncepción”; Onda November 24, 1972, “La anticoncepción.” 
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following a simple pattern of questions and answers. The questions ranged from “what is a birth 
control pill?” and “where can one get the pill?” to “does the pill affect the sexual act?” and “is it 
true that the pill makes one fat?” This five-issue report, a medical intervention in the Chilean body 
politic, reflected the confluence of young readers demanding information to practice safe sex and 
left-leaning professionals (journalists, doctors, and psychologists) concerned with voluntary 
motherhood. 
Ramona’s sexual revolution might have been small, but it is not negligible in 
historiographical terms. Historians have emphasized the failure of the Latin American left in 
addressing gender norms and sexual mores in a more innovative way. Allende’s Chile and Castro’s 
Cuba have become paradigmatic examples of how the left sometimes reinforced—rather than 
challenged—traditional family values.498 A reading of a magazine like Ramona attentive to the 
generational conflicts hidden beneath the monolithic image of communism, offers a more nuanced 
view. True, the magazine continued to defend the family ideal, stressing the importance of love 
and monogamy. And true, it fell short of supporting homosexuality or abortion.499 But that should 
not lead us to underestimate its contribution. Ramona’s discussion of premarital sex and birth 
                                                 
498 See, e.g., Sandra McGee Deutsch, “Gender and Sociopolitical Change in Twentieth-Century Latin America,” 
Hispanic American Historical Review 71, 2, May 1991; Lillian Guerra, “Gender Policing, Homosexuality, and the 
new Patriarchy of the Cuban Revolution, 1965-70,” Social History 35, 3, July 2010. Burgeoning Chilean scholarship 
stresses the difficulties that the left and the PCCH in particular had in coping with gender equality in both the private 
and public realms. See Carolina Fernández-Niño, “‘Y tú, mujer, junto al trabajador.’ La militancia femenina en el 
Partido Comunista de Chile,” Revista Izquierdas 3, Año 2, 2009; Lecourt, “Relaciones de género y liderazgo de 
mujeres”; Jocelyn Reyes, “‘Luchamos por la transformación revolucionaria de la sociedad y debemos actuar con una 
ética también revolucionaria en la vida privada.’ Discursos políticos enunciados por el Partido Comunista hacia las 
mujeres y sus roles de género (1969-1973),” B.A. thesis, Universidad Academia de Humanismo Cristiano, 2011. 
American scholars have mounted an interesting critique of the Popular Unity along similar lines. See Barr-Melej, 
“Siloísmo and the Self in Allende’s Chile”; Mallon, “Barbudos, Warriors, and Rotos”; Pieper Mooney, The Politics 
of Motherhood; Power, Right-Wing Women in Chile; Tinsman, Partners in Conflict. 
499 For a more detailed analysis of the magazine’s treatment of marriage, homosexuality, and abortion, see Alfonso 
Salgado, “‘A Small Revolution’: Family, Sex, and the Communist Youth of Chile during the Allende Years (1970-
1973),” Twentieth Century Communism 8, January 2015. 
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control, and the controversies these discussions sparked, underscore the extent of change and the 
significance of generational cleavages. The young communists who published this magazine 
contributed to discuss sex publicly, advised their young readers to engage in sexual relationships 
even if they were not conducive to marriage, and recommended different birth control mechanisms 
to practice safe sex. 
 
Conclusion 
The root of the cultural transformation experienced by the JJCC during the Sixties came 
from both “above” and “below.” On the one hand, the JJCC leadership was interested in adapting 
the organization to the times, even if at times that conflicted with the directives of the PCCH. 
Gladys Marín, much less doctrinaire than previous leaders, symbolizes this new spirit. She 
struggled to transform party headquarters into attractive places, endorsed cultural and recreational 
activities of every sort, and paid special attention to the social and emotional life of young activists. 
On the other hand, the arrival of thousands of new members to the ranks of the young communists’ 
organization propelled change. In the context of youth mobilization and increasing competition 
with other left-wing organizations, the JJCC decided to relax its mechanisms of admission and 
opened its gates to inexperienced individuals from different social and family backgrounds. 
Leaders were confident they could indoctrinate these uninitiated men and women within the 
prevalent organizational structure, but in the process they had to engage with, and respond to, the 
specific concerns of this new generation of members. Imbued as they were with the ethos of the 
era, these young members brought their own interests and feelings into the organization. They 
demanded fewer obstacles to develop their own selves and pushed to create an organization after 





Human Rights Activism and the Armed Struggle (1973-1990) 
 
 
 On September 11, 1973, a military coup ended Salvador Allende’s experiment in 
democratic socialism. Massive repression against the left ensued. Thousands of Allende supporters 
were detained, and hundreds of them were killed. The great majority of PCCH members who 
avoided being captured or survived detention abandoned political activism shortly thereafter. 
Many fled the country, not always of their own will. A few thousand communists remained active 
in the underground, but they did not pose a real challenge to the regime, at least not during the 
1970s. Only a handful of courageous union leaders and human rights pioneers managed to voice 
the aspirations of the PCCH publicly under these adverse circumstances. By the end of the decade, 
the military, led by General Augusto Pinochet, appeared invincible. The 1980s brought significant 
changes. The 1982 crisis transformed the so-called economic miracle into a nightmare, 
undermining the stability of the dictatorship. Protests became common and increasingly violent. 
The most radical opposition, led by the PCCH, endorsed these protests as a means to ignite a 
popular insurrection. Unfortunately, a failed assassination attempt against Pinochet in September 
1986 followed by an implacable repression ended the cycle of protests and shattered any hopes of 
insurrection. Led by the moderates, broad sectors of the opposition decided to participate in the 
1988 referendum organized by Pinochet even though there were few guarantees that the elections 
would be free and fair. International and domestic pressure forced Pinochet to hold fair elections 
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and then to acknowledge his defeat. The PCCH welcomed the arrival of democracy, but it became 
a minor actor in a political system dominated by the moderates. 
Víctor Díaz López belonged to a generation of young workers who joined the PCCH in the 
popular-front era. He became a party functionary in 1943. On October 1, 1947, he married Selenisa 
Caro, a Catholic. A few weeks later, the González Videla administration deported Víctor to 
Pisagua, where his newly wed wife accompanied him for a few months, before leaving the prison 
camp to give birth to the couple’s first child. After escaping confinement, Víctor fled to Santiago, 
where the couple eventually resettled and raised three children. Víctor continued to work as a party 
functionary during the following decades and gradually climbed the party’s ladder. His intense 
political commitment made family life difficult, but the couple stuck together. On the very same 
day of the coup, Víctor left his home and went underground. He led the PCCH’s underground 
apparatus until May 1976, when secret service agents abducted him. According to judicial inquiries 
conducted three decades later, Víctor was severely tortured for months in a secret detention 
center—and once even visited by Pinochet himself—before being murdered sometime in January 
1977.500 
 After Víctor’s disappearance, his wife Selenisa and daughters Victoria and Viviana 
devoted themselves to finding out what had happened to him and demand justice. While Selenisa 
had no previous experience as an activist beyond having participated in her neighborhood’s 
mothers’ center, both Victoria and Viviana had been active in the JJCC while studying in high 
school in the 1960s. They all put their skills towards a new cause and joined a pioneering human 
                                                 
500 Fernando Villagrán, En el nombre del padre. Historia íntima de una búsqueda. Vida, clandestinidad y muerte de 
Víctor Díaz, líder obrero comunista, Santiago: Catalonia, 2013; Javier Rebolledo, La danza de los cuervos. El destino 
final de los detenidos desaparecidos, Santiago: Ceibo ediciones, 2012. 
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rights organization that came to be known as the Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos 
Desaparecidos (AFDD). Under the umbrella of the Catholic Church’s Vicaría de la Solidaridad 
(hereafter Vicaría), the AFDD brought together hundreds of relatives of detenidos 
desaparecidos—people who, like Víctor, had been illegally detained and whose whereabouts were 
unknown—without regard to political affiliation. The AFDD members constantly mobilized to 
search for their loved ones and publicly denounced forced disappearance. Viviana was the more 
active of the two sisters because Selenisa feared that Victoria’s university studies in the Soviet 
Union would make her an easy target for the dictatorship. While Victoria kept a low profile and 
helped with the logistics, Viviana assumed leadership positions within the AFDD and became one 
of the most visible faces of the human rights movement in Chile during the 1980s.501 
 Víctor Díaz Caro, the youngest child and only son of Víctor Díaz López and Selenisa Caro, 
also joined the JJCC when he was a teenager and helped to search for his father after his 
disappearance. In August 1976, however, Selenisa decided to send her son abroad fearing his 
abduction by the dictatorship’s secret service groups. Víctor’s lonely life in exile and constant 
travels throughout Europe to denounce human rights violations in Chile took a toll on him. “In 
Russia, I felt troubled by a sense of nostalgia and by the burden of being ‘the son of’ and having 
to participate in every demonstration outside Russia.”502 After a brief stay in Cuba, Víctor came 
back to his home country in 1980, where he soon reestablished political contacts. His increasing 
radicalization led him to the Frente Patriótico Manuel Rodríguez (FPMR), a nominally 
                                                 
501 Villagrán, En el nombre del padre, pp. 15-22. See, also, Interview with Viviana Díaz by Mirko Macari, Santiago, 
July 30, 2009, Proyecto 100 Entrevistas, CEDOCMMDH. 
502 Testimony of Víctor Leodoro Díaz Caro, November 20, 1986, in Causa rol Nº 1919-1986, Segundo Juzgado Militar 
de Santiago, fs. 1767-1769, consulted in Fondo Jurídico, FASIC. On the life of Víctor Díaz Caro, see Juan Cristóbal 
Peña, Los fusileros. Crónica secreta de una guerrilla en Chile, Santiago: Random House Mondadori, 2006. 
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independent politico-military organization created by the PCCH. As a FPMR member, or 
rodriguista, Víctor lived underground and participated in a number of dangerous operations, 
including the failed attempt on Pinochet’s life in September 1986. Indeed, the attempt on Pinochet 
cost him his freedom—he was jailed—and it might well have cost him his life, had his sisters not 
mobilized their resources as human rights activists. 
The way Víctor remembered the conversations that led to his incorporation in the FPMR 
suggests that his father was on his mind when he decided to join, but that he understood the path 
he chose as different from that of his sisters. According to the extrajudicial testimony he gave to 
his captors in November 1986, someone who claimed to be an acquaintance of his family had told 
him about the imminent birth of a new organization which, besides confronting the dictatorship 
more directly, could help him obtain information about his father’s disappearance. This family 
acquaintance asked Víctor whether he wanted to join this new organization. “I replied that I would 
like to know it [the new organization], bearing in mind that my father’s disappearance had caused 
a rift in my family by then, because my sisters kept trying to obtain a response from the government 
by peaceful means, [such as] hunger strikes [and] marches, but had failed to achieve concrete 
results, which I was eager to obtain rapidly.”503 The year following Víctor’s detention, Selenisa 
told a foreign newspaper that her son had returned to Chile eager to avenge his father’s death. “His 
sisters would tell him: ‘You are not seeing things clearly, we are fighting by peaceful means.’ He 
would answer: ‘The time for fighting like that has passed.’”504 Víctor’s decision to take up arms 
                                                 
503 Testimony of Víctor Leodoro Díaz Caro, November 20, 1986, in Causa rol Nº 1919-1986, Segundo Juzgado Militar 
de Santiago, fs. 1767-1769, consulted in Fondo Jurídico, FASIC. 
504 Quoted in Peña, Los fusileros, p. 175. 
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against the dictatorship should not be separated from this discussion within the Díaz Caro family 
and from debates within the PCCH. 
This chapter studies organized resistance against the Pinochet dictatorship. Its purpose is 
to bring together two types of activism, usually considered opposites: human rights activism and 
politico-military activism. It focuses not on the PCCH but on the role of communists in two 
different, multi-party organizations: the AFDD and the FPMR. While the AFDD was a human 
rights organization created by non-communists that the PCCH managed to control de facto, the 
FPMR was a politico-military organization created by the PCCH that accepted people from 
different political stripes and liked to present itself as “the people’s armed wing.” Both the AFDD 
and the FPMR were quite successful, at least in comparative terms. The AFDD was one of the 
early risers against the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile. It played a crucial role in the delegitimation 
of the regime and provided a template for other human rights organizations formed by relatives of 
victims.505 The FPMR was the only armed group that ever challenged the foundations of the 
dictatorship. Its relative success contrasts with the failure of the MIR’s Operación Retorno or the 
limited appeal of the Movimiento Juvenil Lautaro.506 
                                                 
505 The literature on the AFDD is vast. See, e.g., Antonia García, La muerte lenta de los desaparecidos en Chile, 
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proyecto rodriguista,” B.A. thesis, Universidad de Chile, 2005, consulted online: http://repositorio.uchile.cl/tesis/ 
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This chapter makes two interrelated arguments—one about gender, the other about 
networks. The first argument holds that, as the two groups developed in Chile, human rights 
activism in the AFDD and politico-military activism in the FPMR grew out of deeply gendered 
notions of family and political activism. The AFDD was composed mostly of women. By virtue 
of their status as wives and mothers, women were considered better suited to publicly denounce 
human rights abuses. The FPMR’s gender makeup and strategy, on the other hand, diverged 
markedly. The FPMR chose violence. It relied mostly on young men who lived underground. The 
roles that men and women performed in each of these organizations were also conditioned, if not 
determined, by gender. None of the few men who participated in the AFDD enjoyed public 
prominence because the public actions of women had much greater resonance. The FPMR praised 
the incorporation of women into its ranks, but usually assigned them tasks conceptualized as 
feminine. 
I also argue that preexisting networks helped make the AFDD and the FPMR so successful. 
I show that familial and political networks allowed the PCCH to control the AFDD, even though 
communists were a minority within this organization. The participation of experienced communist 
women in the AFDD was vital in transforming a small organization formed by relatives of victims 
into one of the most critical civil society organizations opposing the dictatorship. I also show that 
family, neighborhood, and political networks were vital in the recruitment of FPMR members. In 
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the context of disaffection and growing radicalization, these networks helped recruit a significant 
number of young people who were willing to risk their lives to overthrow the dictatorship. 
Ultimately, these dissimilar types of activism relied on the material and human resources 
of the same kind of families, studied in previous chapters. The PCCH strived to dissociate itself 
from both the AFDD and the FPMR for reasons of political expediency. Public acknowledgment 
of the political affiliation of AFDD members would have been detrimental to this human rights 
organization’s own goal, and the PCCH always feared being publicly associated with the violent 
strategy of the FPMR. Similarly, the AFDD and the FPMR tried to dissociate themselves from 
each other and from the PCCH. However, as the case of the Díaz Caro family makes graphically 
clear, individuals linked to the PCCH by family ties often found themselves at the vanguard of 
both human rights and politico-military organizations. The case is even more surprising given that 
communist leaders explicitly requested FPMR leaders not include anyone easily identifiable with 
the PCCH in the operation to assassinate Pinochet—planned and executed entirely by the FPMR, 
but sanctioned by the PCCH.507 
By focusing on the couple of hundred communists who participated in the AFDD and the 
no more than fifteen hundred strong who joined the ranks of the FPMR, this chapter helps to 
narrow discussions on the history of the PCCH during the dictatorship. The PCCH used both 
human rights actions and urban guerrilla warfare tactics to challenge Pinochet, and the party’s 
organizational apparatus expanded throughout the dictatorship to include specific bodies in charge 
of human rights and military affairs. The coexistence of these different tactics and party bodies 
created tensions within the PCCH, but leaders managed to contain these centrifugal forces. The 
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story of the PCCH during the dictatorship is usually told as one of radicalization. The PCCH’s 
endorsement of “all forms of struggle” against the dictatorship in 1980 and the development of the 
so-called policy of “mass popular rebellion” certainly lend themselves to such a reading.508 
Nevertheless, as some communist leaders and human rights activists argued back then, “all forms 
of struggle” included public denunciation of the crimes of the dictatorship as well as armed 
confrontation. Moreover, the party eventually renounced violence, but it never gave up on human 
rights. 
 
Human Rights Activism in the AFDD 
On the morning of Tuesday June 14, 1977, an unusually large number of seemingly 
unrelated female visitors entered the headquarters of the Economic Commission for Latin America 
(ECLA) in the United Nations (UN) building in uptown Santiago. They approached the entry gate 
every five minutes in small groups of two or three under different pretexts: some said they came 
to speak with functionaries of the organization or to gather information about scholarships, others 
said they came to the library. The large number of unexpected visitors raised suspicions, and the 
guards began denying entrance to the building. Twenty-four women and two men managed to 
enter the building, met in the hall at nine thirty, and displayed a ten-meter banner that read “For 
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Life, for Peace, for Liberty, we will find them!” The leaders of the group explained to the guards 
and secretaries who approached them that they were all relatives of detenidos desaparecidos. They 
told the UN functionaries that they were declaring a hunger strike inside the building to force the 
Chilean government to provide information about their relatives’ fate and acknowledge hundreds 
of other cases of forced disappearance. After negotiating, the international bureaucrats allowed the 
strikers to remain inside the building and secured the building’s perimeter to avoid the secret 
service from entering the building. For several days, this small group of hunger strikers captured 
the attention of the media all around the world and transformed forced disappearance into an 
unavoidable and critical issue for the dictatorship. They refrained from eating until June 23, when 
the government agreed to investigate the disappearances before UN Secretary-General Kurt 
Waldheim509 
This section studies the activism of communist women in the AFDD. It uses the 1977 
ECLA hunger strike as a lens for studying the familial and political networks that helped transform 
a small human organization of relatives of victims into an emblem of the opposition, which 
publicly denounced human rights abuses in a period when few political parties and civil society 
organizations dared to speak openly against the regime. The abduction of several communist 
leaders in 1976 led many women linked to the PCCH into the ranks of the AFDD. A small group 
of experienced and well-connected communist women organized a series of protests that captured 
the attention of the public and pushed for a more proactive stance on the denunciation of human 
rights abuses within the AFDD. In the attempt to overcome the pain produced by the disappearance 
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of their loved ones and the fear of suffering further violence at the hands of the dictatorship, AFDD 
members developed a heightened sense of purpose, which drew upon communist notions of 
political commitment. The emotional ties forged within the AFDD created a sense of community 
among these women that, in turn, buttressed human rights activism. 
The ECLA hunger strike took place at a critical conjuncture within the AFDD itself. The 
organization had followed the lead of the MIR until then. The origins of the organization can be 
traced to late 1974, when a handful of people began to meet in the Catholic Church’s Vicaría and 
formed the Comité Pro Paz. By the end of 1975, the AFDD had over three hundred members, the 
great majority of whom were relatives of people disappeared in 1973.510 The AFDD kept growing 
throughout 1976, as the relatives of hundreds of detenidos desaparecidos abducted that year joined 
the organization as well. At first, the AFDD considered the relatives of those abducted in 1976 as 
“temporary members,” since it was not clear whether those abducted more recently would be freed 
or not. By the end of 1976, however, when it became clear that the authorities would not even 
acknowledge the detention of these individuals, much less release them, their relatives became full 
members of the AFDD. From then on, the PCCH began to dictate the line of this multi-party 
organization. 
The changes that took place within the AFDD in the mid-1970s paralleled the chronology 
of political persecution. Selective persecution followed the brutal, indiscriminate repression of 
1973. The dictatorship’s secret service agents first toppled the leading bodies of the MIR and the 
Socialist Party, since these were considered the most radical organizations. Only then did the 
dictatorship’s secret service groups target the PCCH. Between September 1975 and December 
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1976, secret service groups abducted thousands of communists. Over one hundred and twenty of 
them were never released, including several members of the PCCH’s and JJCC’s leading bodies. 
Hence, hundreds of relatives of communist detenidos desaparecidos flooded into the AFDD in 
1976, altering the balance of power in this multi-party organization. Not all the relatives of 
detenidos desaparecidos who joined the AFDD belonged to political parties. In fact, the opposite 
tended to be true. Even in the case of a party like the PCCH, which had struggled to transform the 
home into a locus of political activism, the majority of the wives of communist detenidos 
desaparecidos who flooded into the AFDD in 1976 were not themselves communists by the time 
their husbands were detained. “Most were just the wives of the compañeros,” reads a 1980 report 
by the PCCH’s National Solidarity Commission, which oversaw the activism of communists in a 
dozen human rights organizations.511 When arriving to the AFDD, the relatives of detenidos 
desaparecidos tended to group themselves informally, according to the political affiliation of their 
relatives, partly because relatives of members from the same political party could provide valuable 
information about these mysterious abductions. 
The PCCH tried to organize the non-affiliated wives of communist detenidos 
desaparecidos to act as a fracción, or caucus, within the AFDD. To do so, underground 
communists advised several of these wives to join the ranks of the PCCH in 1976. A good number 
of them followed suit. The 1980 report by the PCCH’s National Solidarity Commission explained: 
“We have compañeras who were not members [of the party], [but] now they are and want to learn 
very quickly [all there is to learn], so that they can somehow replace their compañeros.”512 By 
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then, the PCCH had eighty-two party members who participated in the AFDD in Santiago. The 
number of communists who belonged to the AFDD in the entire country is harder to estimate, but, 
if we take into account the geographical distribution of communist detenidos desaparecidos, the 
number should be multiplied by no more than two.513 
More than the sheer number of relatives of communist detenidos desaparecidos who joined 
the AFDD in 1976, however, what enabled the PCCH to take the initiative and gain control of this 
human rights organization in 1977 was the significant “activist capital”—by which I mean a set of 
skills and contacts—of those who had previous political experience. Some, like Ana González and 
Carmen Vivanco, were old-timers, active in the PCCH since the 1940s. Others, like Marta Rocco 
and Sola Sierra, had been raised in politically committed environments and were politically active 
since the 1950s. Still others, like María Estela Ortiz or Apolonia Ramírez, were part of the 
generation of young communists of the 1960s, studied in the previous chapter. All of these women 
played crucial roles in the AFDD in the 1977 conjuncture and some became lifelong leaders of the 
organization. 
Let me discuss a couple of cases at greater length to highlight both the political experience 
of these women and their embeddedness in party networks. Carmen Vivanco came to symbolize 
the ferociously vicious attack of the dictatorship against certain families and the courage of wives, 
sisters, and mothers. In August 1976, the secret service abducted Carmen’s husband, son, brother, 
sister-in-law, and nephew. The daughter of a left-wing working-class father, Carmen had joined 
the PCCH in a saltpeter mining town in 1941 and had suffered political confinement in 1948. 
Before becoming an icon of the human rights movement in Pinochet’s Chile, she was already a 
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sort of icon of the PCCH. Carmen and her communist husband Oscar Ramos, for example, were 
featured in the communist magazine Vistazo in a 1958 piece tellingly titled, “This is what a 
communist marriage looks like.” The piece portrayed Carmen and Oscar as an ordinary couple and 
as average communist members, while at the same time narrating their misadventures during the 
González Videla years. Ironically, Carmen and Oscar were far from a typical couple, as both 
husband and wife were very active in the PCCH; in fact, both were party functionaries, something 
which the magazine did not mention. Carmen and Oscar were one of those truly exceptional 
couples of deeply committed political activists that the PCCH liked to present as an example to be 
followed.514 
Sola Sierra is another case in point. Sola’s mother and grandmother were communists, and 
Sola’s father sympathized with the PCCH. Young communist Sergio Villegas invited Sola and her 
sister Adriana to the JJCC in 1957 following the explicit request of their mother, and he ended up 
marrying Adriana. Sola went on to play a leading role in the organization of young communist 
women. In 1959, she attended the Seventh World Festival of Youth and Students in Vienna, 
Austria. In 1961, she did a three-month course for cadres in Santiago, where she met her future 
husband Waldo Pizarro, the son of a communist father and a left-leaning mother. Waldo did a one-
year course for cadres in Moscow in 1962 and then came back to marry Sola and work as a party 
functionary. The couple remained very active in the PCCH during the following years. By the time 
of the coup, Waldo led San Miguel’s regional committee and Sola held a post in Santiago-Capital’s 
regional committee. Waldo became a member of the PCCH’s small leading body after the 
                                                 
514 Vistazo, July 22, 1958, pp. 8, “Así es un matrimonio comunista.” For more information on Carmen Vivanco and 
her family, see José Miguel Varas, “Carmen,” in Los tenaces, Santiago: Lom Ediciones, 2010, pp. 71-86; Interview 
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disappearance of Víctor Díaz López’s team in May 1976. From the moment Waldo Ulises was 
abducted on December 15, 1976, Sola participated in the AFDD. She helped organize the ECLA 
hunger strike and transported the ten-meter banner that the strikers displayed inside the 
aforementioned UN building in her purse. She presided over the AFDD from the time the 
organization had its first regular elections in 1984 until her death in 1999.515 
The changes in the AFDD membership also led to a new strategy. In the beginning, the 
AFDD had for the most part followed the juridical strategy laid down by the lawyers of the Vicaría. 
This strategy consisted of taking matters to court and writing petition letters to the authorities. 
With the exception of a 1975 church service where AFDD members kept 119 chairs empty to 
symbolize those detenidos desaparecidos who newspapers falsely claimed had died due to 
infighting between different factions of the MIR in Argentina, the AFDD did not organize 
important public protests before 1977. Starting that year, however, the protests organized by the 
AFDD became increasingly common and increasingly public. Collective protests began to 
complement individual legal actions to find the detenidos desaparecidos. Communist women were 
instrumental in organizing these protests and constantly encouraged other AFDD members to take 
to the streets. As Carmen Vivanco remembered in an in-depth interview with a communist writer 
several years later: “We, the communist women, and also some compañeros, would say: ‘We have 
to go to the streets every day for people to know about the detenidos desaparecidos.’ Some would 
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say back: ‘But what is it that you want, for all of us to end up in jail?’ They were afraid. We 
communists weren’t afraid to take the streets.”516 
The AFDD used tactics that resembled those of suffragettes in Great Britain and the United 
States, who achieved fame by organizing hunger strikes and chaining themselves to public 
buildings. AFDD members carried out several hunger strikes in the late 1970s. The 1977 ECLA 
hunger strike, to be analyzed at some length below, was only the first of many. AFDD members 
also began to chain themselves to public buildings in this period. Generally speaking, the relatives’ 
cause acquired greater legitimacy on December 1, 1978, when the human remains of fifteen 
detenidos desaparecidos were discovered in abandoned lime ovens in Lonquén. This was the first 
concrete evidence of the murder of those who the authorities insisted in calling presuntos 
desaparecidos. From then on, pilgrimages to this and other symbolic places became another 
weapon in the AFDD’s arsenal.517 
Besides organizing these protests and commemorations in Chile, AFDD members traveled 
abroad to denounce forced disappearance. The first travels also took place in the late 1970s. In 
September 1977, the wives of three detenidos desaparecidos traveled for the first time to New 
York, Geneva, Luxembourg, Paris, and Rome to speak to the leaders of several international 
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organizations, from the United Nations and the Red Cross to the Catholic Church and the World 
Council of Churches. In early 1978, four other women traveled throughout Europe denouncing 
human rights abuses and from there they traveled to the United States. Two of these women—Sola 
Sierra and Carmen Vivanco—had trouble entering the US due to their links to the PCCH. 
Revealingly, Sola Sierra also carried out some political tasks while in Europe, connecting herself 
with party leader Américo Zorrilla in Paris to smuggle some things into the country. The number 
of travels abroad increased significantly in the 1980s, when the AFDD established links with other 
human rights organizations in Latin America and helped formed the Federación Latinoamericana 
de Asociaciones de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos (FEDEFAM). As one of the 
representatives of the AFDD in the FEDEFAM, for example, Sola Sierra traveled to Costa Rica 
(1981), Venezuela (1981), Peru (1982), Uruguay (1985), and Colombia (1988).518 
 The 1977 ECLA hunger strike was well timed and effective. It took place at a moment 
when powerful states and international organizations were starting to pay close attention to human 
rights abuses in Latin America. The declaration of the ECLA hunger strike on June 14, 1977, 
coincided with the opening of the annual General Assembly of the Organization of American 
States (OAS) in Grenada, where the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights discussed 
charges against Chile. The United States, led by the recently-elected President Jimmy Carter, put 
human rights at the forefront of its foreign policy and campaigned for a strongly worded resolution 
on human rights. By staging the protest during the OAS General Assembly in the building of an 
international organization with the prestige of the UN, the ECLA hunger strike immediately 
achieved notoriety beyond Chile. A propitious international context helped the ECLA hunger 
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strike have greater news coverage than it would otherwise have had and facilitated the emergence 
of the Chilean detenido desaparecido in the world’s collective imagination. Amnesty International 
had been discussing mysterious “disappearances” in Latin American, Asian, and African countries 
since the early 1960s, with special emphasis since 1973, but the first usage of the Spanish term 
detenidos desaparecidos in this international organization’s annual reports dates from 1977, in 
reference to Chile.519 
The importance of a “transnational public sphere” is apparent in the statement issued by 
the strikers. The strikers presented a public statement to UN Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim 
and distributed it to the Chilean press and international news agencies. The strikers proposed the 
establishment of a commission of Chileans and other nationals to investigate the cases and 
appealed to public opinion directly: “We declare this hunger strike before national and 
international public opinion.”520 International public opinion reacted vigorously. Excerpts from 
the strikers’ statement were quoted in several newspapers around the world, and some newspapers 
reported regularly on the progress of the strike. The New York Times, for example, reported on the 
strike’s beginning (June 16), development (June 22), and conclusion (June 24), and it published a 
column by political journalist Tom Wicker, which among other things described the strikers’ 
public statement as a “remarkably nonideological document.”521 Chilean exiles and sympathetic 
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foreigners held demonstrations of support in several capital cities in the Americas (e.g., Mexico 
City, San José, Washington) and Europe (e.g., Paris, Stockholm, Geneva), which in turn increased 
the coverage of the ECLA hunger strike. 
The Chilean authorities responded to the ECLA hunger strike with a short public statement 
when it began and then remained silent, negotiating the end of the strike behind the scenes with 
UN officials in New York. The authorities’ statement argued that opposition groups had 
orchestrated the ECLA hunger strike as part of a well-organized “political advertising strategy” 
aimed at “bringing world public opinion to bear against Chile” at the time of the OAS General 
Assembly. The statement was widely published in Chilean newspapers.522 Amid criticism, the 
Chilean representatives in the OAS announced that the government had exchanged communist 
Jorge Montes for eleven political prisoners from East Germany. The military junta publicized 
Montes’s release and presented him as Chile’s “last political prisoner,” thus denying the detention 
of any other missing persons. Chile’s leading newspapers gave much more coverage to the release 
of Montes than to the ECLA hunger strike. El Mercurio published only one piece on the strike. El 
Mercurio and other newspapers such as La Segunda and La Tercera always referred to the strikers 
as relatives of presuntos desaparecidos, avoiding the term detenidos desaparecidos.523 By using a 
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nationalist rhetoric, the authorities found some support in Chile but failed to respond to 
international public outcry. At the same time, the small concessions wrung by the strikers 
suggested “at least some sensitivity on the part of General Pinochet to world opinion,” to again 
quote The New York Times journalist Tom Wicker.524 
 The ECLA hunger strike was organized by a small number of experienced communist 
women. To quote Sola Sierra, one of these women: “The protest [acción] was carefully prepared, 
all security measures were taken. There were only a few of us women who knew what type of 
protest it would be, [and] where and when it would take place.”525 This small group of communist 
women contacted dozens of relatives of detenidos desaparecidos they considered trustworthy and 
asked them whether they would be willing to participate in a hunger strike at a place and on a date 
to be announced later. Most of them answered positively, and a doctor examined them to determine 
whether they were physically able to endure a hunger strike. The organizers feared that if they 
spread the word beyond a small circle of trustworthy people, the secret service might find out about 
their plan and take measures to prevent the strike. “If we went around telling everyone [Pedro, 
Juan y Diego], things wouldn’t have worked,” Ana González recalled in an oral-history interview, 
then wondering: “Maybe it was a mistake not to tell everyone, but circumstances demanded it.”526  
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Documentary evidence confirms Sola’s and Ana’s recollections. Personal letters written 
from inside the UN building to AFDD members outside the building suggest that the organizers 
of the strike kept both the functionaries of the Vicaría and the members of the AFDD who belonged 
to other political parties uninformed until the very last minute. A letter sent by Ana González from 
inside the building to Apolonia Ramírez, Ulda Ortiz, and Pamela Pereira reads: “Isabel (the exotic 
assistant [sic]) and Pamela will [by now] have understood all the affection I showed them on 
Monday. My heart was breaking because I could not tell you about our decision… Only my total 
conviction that it was the best thing to do kept me quiet. I think you will understand.” While 
communists Apolonia Ramírez and Ulda Ortiz participated in the organization of the strike from 
the very beginning and remained outside the UN building to coordinate the logistics, Pamela 
Pereira—an important AFDD leader who belonged to the Socialist Party—and Isabel—a member 
of the Vicaría staff—only found out about the strike on the Tuesday when it began. Ana’s letter is 
good evidence of this. Her letter also suggests that communist women tried to minimize the 
potential conflicts that their independent actions could cause among the AFDD membership. Ana 
chose to include rhetorically other AFDD members in her letter when narrating the events, not to 
widen the gap between communist and non-communist women. “We’ll talk about this in the future. 
The thing is that we’ve ALL put Pinochet in a tight corner.” Ana capitalized the word “all” to 
make everyone in the AFDD feel part of this hunger strike. The initiative of this small group of 
communist women proved successful. Not long after the hunger strike had begun, the strikers 
received the endorsement of other AFDD members and the Vicaría as an institution.527 
                                                 




All those who struck in 1977 had some sort of link to the PCCH. To start with, thirty-three 
of the thirty-four detenidos desaparecidos about whom the twenty-six hunger strikers demanded 
information, were members of the PCCH, and all of them had been abducted between November 
1975 and December 1976. Revealingly, Carlos Carrasco, the only one who belonged to a different 
political party and had been abducted before the communist witch hunt, was the son of a 
communist mother, Norma Matus, who participated in the ECLA hunger strike to represent her 
son. Norma was not only a communist but also the daughter of a communist mother.528 This case 
points to the relevance not only of the detenidos desaparecidos’ political affiliation, but also of the 
strikers’ political affiliation. While most relatives of communist detenidos desaparecidos did not 
belong to the PCCH, most of those who participated in the ECLA hunger strikers did. 
 AFDD members needed more than political skills and networks in order to succeed. They 
needed to overcome fear and continuously fight demoralization, which crippled the organization. 
The PCCH was keenly aware of this problem. The 1980 report by the PCCH’s National Solidarity 
Commission quoted above, written not long after the findings of remains of detenidos 
desaparecidos in Lonquén, Yumbel, and Patio 29, delved into the dismal emotional state of AFDD 
members and proposed a ready-made solution: “In the face of this painful situation, the only thing 
that will help us lift the families’ spirits is the Party.” Behind this voluntaristic appeal to activism, 
however, lay an answer more attuned to the feelings of the relatives of detenidos desaparecidos 
and the specific circumstances of human rights activism in a dictatorial context. The solution lay, 
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according to the 1980 report, in “transform[ing] their pain into hate towards the fascist criminals, 
into organizing.”529 
Similar phrases can be found in other PCCH documents and, to a lesser extent, AFDD 
statements. During a brainstorming session inside the UN building, for example, the ECLA hunger 
strikers came up with the following slogan, proposed by communist striker Aminta Traverso: “The 
pain of hunger is nothing compared to the pain of losing the one we love.”530 Choosing to endure 
physical pain to overcome spiritual suffering was far than mere stoicism. On the contrary, the 
rationale behind the strikers’ slogan was to transform pain into action. The emphasis on physical 
pain was somewhat of a novelty, but it drew upon the self-sacrificial rhetoric of the PCCH. When 
joining the PCCH, for example, new members were often warned about the many sacrifices that 
membership entailed, including potential persecution, imprisonment, and death. 
 To overcome fear and transform pain into action, AFDD members needed to develop a 
sense of purposefulness. They had to conceive themselves as historical agents capable of inducing 
change through collective action. These elements emerged in full force during the ECLA hunger 
strike. When celebrating the first week of the strike inside the UN building, one of the strikers 
uttered a speech before her fellow strikers, evoking the day when they had entered the building 
and described it as historically significant. She claimed that they all had overcome fear through 
determination because they knew that their actions were relevant: “Every one of us knew on the 
inside that this was an incredibly important [trascendente] task.” She explained to the audience 
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that their hunger strike had national relevance. According to her, their personal tragedies were 
indicative of a much larger problem: “It wasn’t my compañero or yours who needed this protest 
[acción], but hundreds of Chileans who suffer because of these disappearances.” Communist 
activists like the speaker of this improvised ceremony understood not only the political 
significance of collective protests but also their transformative power on a personal level. These 
knowledgeable political activists tried to inspire the rest of the strikers inside the UN building. The 
speaker said: “May this strike temper us, [may it] transform us as human beings.” The 
transformative power of collective action was conveyed even more explicitly in the speech’s last 
sentence, which built upon the slogan the strikers had agreed upon: “The pain of hunger is nothing 
compared to the pain of losing the one we love, and that’s why we are better [people] today, 
because we have devoted ourselves to a cause.”531 
 The strikers’ sense of historical mission was reinforced by the support they received from 
outside the building. The strikers brought a radio that picked up stations from Chile and other 
places to hear the effect of the strike firsthand. With help from UN bureaucrats, they also read 
newspapers and received letters from relatives of detenidos desaparecidos outside the building. 
While reading the Chilean press might have been discouraging, the letters by AFDD members 
outside the building stressed the enormous support the strike was gathering in Chile and abroad. 
“Below we offer some concrete examples of solidarity in more detail,” began one of these letters, 
which listed: visits to the AFDD’s headquarters by renowned public figures, statements of support 
by groups of workers, artists, and intellectuals, and special liturgies commemorating the detenidos 
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desaparecidos in several churches.532 The hunger strike galvanized civil-society organizations in 
Chile and helped cement ties between different political actors of a still disorganized opposition. 
Abroad, it attracted the attention of Chilean exiles and human rights activists. Another letter whose 
goal was “to lift your spirits in this heroic struggle” ended: “I guess that you must know that all 
around the world they are following this matter very closely. There are four hunger strikes in 
solidarity, in several countries.”533 
For the strikers inside the building, national and international solidarity strengthened their 
will to endure hunger. To quote a collective letter by the strikers: “All the solidarity encourages us 
more every day that goes by. We are nourished by it. It is the secret of our resistance!”534 Or, to 
quote the optimistic and always colloquial Ana González: “We have received such an enormous 
amount of solidarity from the whole world that, if we do not die of hunger, we’ll die of joy, 
hahaha!”535 The correspondence reinforced the will to strive of AFDD members inside and outside 
the building. While Ana asked the women outside the building to be brave and go to the 
headquarters of labor unions and news agencies to spread the word, the women outside the building 
asked Ana to remain strong and endure hunger for a little longer. 
The support that the strikers received from their own families also strengthened their will 
to strive. Children who were old enough to understand what was going on wrote letters to their 
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mothers, probably under the request of other AFDD members. These personal letters often praised 
the protesting women’s courage. Ana González’s thirty-one-year-old daughter Ana María began 
her letter by saying: “I feel so happy to be the daughter of parents like you. You have accomplished 
an extraordinary feat in our people’s struggle. I wish I could be like you and all the women who 
are there by your side.”536 The children of another protesting mother described themselves as “the 
teenagers [lolos] who are most proud of their parents” and wrote: “Mommy, we stand ‘firm!’ in 
this struggle that is so beautiful but demands so many sacrifices.”537 Isolda, Lucía, and Kira told 
their own protesting mother that they had gone to the Vicaría several times, emphasized the wide 
support the strike had gained in Chile, and added: “We, like everyone else, are very proud of what 
you are doing.”538 
The correspondence between the strikers and the relatives of detenidos desaparecidos 
outside the UN building brings to the fore the growing sense of community among AFDD 
members and the emotional ties that buttressed human rights activism. “You have no idea how 
much I’ve missed you!!!,” began Ana González’s letter to Apolonia Ramírez, Ulda Ortiz, and 
Pamela Pereira, her “[s]isters in joy [and] pain, sisters in the struggle to free our people.” Apolonia, 
several years younger than Ana, replied with an equally warming greeting: “Lovely Anita, viejita 
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linda, my adoptive mother, I’m so proud of you.”539 The letters from relatives of detenidos 
desaparecidos outside the building included warm greetings to those inside and emphasized the 
admiration they felt for them. Relatives of detenidos desaparecidos outside the building declared 
their pride in their fellows inside the building and called them “worthy representatives” of all the 
relatives of detenidos desaparecidos. Another AFDD member who helped with the logistics 
outside the building, and who described herself as a woman who “feels proud to share this terrible 
pain with you,” compared those inside the building to communist martyr Margarita Naranjo. “You 
have reenacted with bravery and under more difficult circumstances Margarita Naranjo’s 
courageous act.”540 Margarita Naranjo, whose case has been discussed in Chapter 3, died of 
starvation during the Gabriel González Videla administration, when she staged a hunger strike to 
bring her husband back from Pisagua. The rhetoric of kinship, the expressions of admiration, and 
the references to well-known communist heroines—all reinforced the strikers’ sense of mission 
and their willingness to strive against the odds. 
The twenty-six strikers were very diverse in terms of age and class, but not in terms of 
gender. As explained above, twenty-four of the twenty-six strikers were women. Men did join the 
AFDD, but they played minor roles. The twenty-four women who participated in the ECLA hunger 
striker came from all walks of life. Their ages ranged from nineteen to sixty. Contrary to the case 
of Argentina, where protesting women embraced a maternal rhetoric and achieved international 
notoriety as “the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo” around the same period, the ECLA hunger strikers 
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were a diverse group of mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters of detenidos desaparecidos. The 
more publicly visible women of the AFDD tended to be wives of detenidos desaparecidos. Indeed, 
two thirds of the twenty-four women who struck in the UN building were wives or longtime 
partners of detenidos desaparecidos, although two of these wives—the above-mentioned Ana 
González and Carmen Vivanco—had lost more than their husbands at the hands of the dictatorship. 
Neither widows nor single, these women developed a unique yet ambiguous social identity 
as “wives of detenidos desaparecidos,” to use a term coined by two psychologists who interviewed 
several of them for a study on mourning in the mid-1990s. Embracing this new social identity 
posed several problems. One of the interviewees explained to the psychologists that she had trouble 
when answering questions about her civil status and filling out forms that demanded this 
information. She did not like to label herself a “widow” because she felt she was betraying her 
missing husband. Another interviewee explained that she had refused and would always refuse to 
declare her husband’s death in absentia, even though this relatively simple judicial proceeding 
would have made other proceedings regarding property and inheritance rights much easier.541 
The possible yet unlikely return of their husbands deterred many wives of detenidos 
desaparecidos from establishing new romantic relationships at first. Doing so meant, in the eyes of 
their peers, treason to both their husbands and the cause. “People gossiped about it and frowned on 
this… [I]t was like ‘you already found someone else, so why do you keep looking [for your 
husband]?’”542 Only five of the fourteen wives interviewed by the two psychologists in the mid-
1990s established new relationships after their husbands disappeared and only two of them 
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succeeded in establishing long-term relationships, even though all were moderately young when 
their husbands disappeared. Some of the wives of communist detenidos desaparecidos active in the 
AFDD felt that they needed to maintain a high standard of comportment. “There are certain things 
that mark you. The fact of being the compañera of a certain person leaves an imprint on you. You 
also have to have a certain comportment… [I]t’s a big burden weighing on your shoulders.”543 As 
the possibility of finding their husbands alive faded away, however, some of the younger women 
found emotional support in other men. Left-wing psychologists and psychiatrists encouraged these 
young women to remake their lives. Older women often frowned upon them. Feeling ostracized 
within the AFDD, a number of the young women who established relationships with other men left 
the organization. 
Political considerations factored into the decision to stay alone or find a new partner. 
Underground communist leader Humberto Arcos, for example, remembered hearing accusations 
against an AFDD leader in 1978 because this woman had had sex with a man in a hotel. Arcos was 
of the opinion that the party should not make an issue out of the love affairs of these women, 
prioritizing political goals over moral issues.544 However, the party’s obsession with proper 
behavior and public reputation led to warnings and sanctions. The party’s conspiratorial mentality 
also contributed to this. The PCCH feared that secret service agents were trying to infiltrate the 
AFDD by establishing romantic relationships with wives, daughters, and other relatives of detenidos 
desaparecidos. The 1980 report by the PCCH’s National Solidarity Commission quoted above, for 
example, mentioned that one wife had been impregnated by an agent from the National Intelligence 
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Directorate (Dirección de Inteligencia Nacional, DINA) and warned about romantic relationships 
between nephews of detenidos desaparecidos and agents from the National Information Center 
(Central Nacional de Informaciones, CNI). The report concluded: “The CNI works toward breaking 
up the families.”545 
 The dictatorship constantly harassed the relatives of the detenidos desaparecidos who were 
active in the AFDD, sometimes subtly and sometimes openly. Not long after the end of the ECLA 
hunger strike, for example, secret service agents paid a visit to the strikers’ homes. Agents claimed 
to be gathering information about the abductions denounced by the strikers and fulfilling the 
government’s promise to carry out investigations, but the agents seemed more interested in 
investigating the organization of the strike and intimidating those who had participated in it.546 
Notwithstanding this and other cases of intimidation, the women of the AFDD succeeded in 
forcing the regime to respect their lives, which was one of their main concerns when they decided 
to take to the streets. The hunger strikers’ public statement explicitly demanded that no reprisals 
be carried out against them. The very visibility of the protests carried out by the AFDD afforded 
these women some protection, guaranteed in part by the watchful eye of international public 
opinion. Some of the protests organized by the AFDD did end up with detainees, but these 
detainees were rarely imprisoned for more than a few hours. AFDD members do not seem to have 
been tortured either, at least not to the same extent that their relatives had been tortured or other 
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opposition activists were being tortured. No AFDD members were ever killed by the dictatorship. 
Unlike the FPMR or even the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, the AFDD has no martyrs. 
 Besides intimidating those who were active in the AFDD, the dictatorship spread rumors 
about the abductions in order to discredit them before public opinion. One of the most common 
rumors was that the so-called presuntos desaparecidos were living underground, whether in Chile 
or abroad. An alternative version of this rumor held that the presuntos desaparecidos had died 
while living underground—whether peacefully or in shootings—and their mortal remains had not 
been properly identified. Although few of the relatives gave serious thought to these blatant lies, 
the widespread diffusion of these rumors forced the relatives to spend their time disproving them. 
The most damaging rumor asserted that the presuntos desaparecidos had not been forcefully 
detained but instead had willingly abandoned their families. In a country like Chile, where parental 
abandonment was common, this rumor carried some weight. The possibility even disturbed the 
sleep of some wives of detenidos desaparecidos. In an interview with psychologists conducted in 
the mid-1990s, the wife of a communist detenido desaparecido said: “I have even had dreams 
where he has another family and children.”547  
The dictatorship often spread rumors of this sort to tarnish the reputation of specific 
women, who very active in the AFDD. Take the case of Anita Altamirano, the wife of communist 
teacher and union leader Juan Gianelli. Anita relentlessly searched for her husband after his 
disappearance in July 1976. Although the political motives behind Juan’s disappearance were 
apparent, authorities claimed that he had fled the country with a lover. The rumor seems to have 
started in the public education system, where both Juan and Anita worked. The first one to tell 
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Anita this story was Renato Picón, the director of primary and secondary education, who had 
previously threatened to denounce Juan to the military courts if he did not stop doing political 
work. In November 1976, he summoned Anita to his office and asked her to stop investigating her 
husband’s disappearance. He told her that she was wasting her time and should devote herself to 
raising her children, since her husband had left the country voluntarily. According to Miguel 
Cubillos, the inspector of primary and normal schools, who had also harassed Juan before his 
disappearance, Juan had fled to Argentina with his lover.548 
The rumor of Juan being in Argentina with another woman spread through mass media in 
the wake of the 1977 public protests organized by the AFDD. Anita participated in several of these 
protests, including the ECLA hunger strike. This made her a primary target of the dictatorship’s 
defamation campaign. Furthermore, the fact that her husband was a young, attractive man made 
her an easy prey. The first news of Juan being alive in Argentina appeared in the state-owned daily 
El Cronista. Civil society helped spread the rumor as well. On November 30, 1977, La Segunda 
published a letter by the pro-dictatorship union leader Miguel Jacob Helo, who argued that Juan 
“abandoned his family and fled the country.”549 In the following days, Miguel Jacob Helo also 
gave an interview broadcasted by the state-owned television channel, amplifying these rumors. 
Frequent visits to the Vicaría strengthened the AFDD as an organization. In the Vicaría 
women found a space where they could feel safe. They established female friendships that 
empowered them and led them to protest publicly. For example, think of Mathilde del Canto’s 
case, whose marital life was discussed in Chapter 4. Mathilde, who had no experience as a political 
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549 La Segunda, November 11, 1977, p. 9, “Valiente defensa ante las infamias marxistas.” 
310 
 
activist before her communist husband disappeared in 1976, recalled visiting the Vicaría all the 
time: “I was there for years every day, from Monday to Friday,” she said in an oral-history 
interview. The Vicaría offered Mathilde and others like her a haven against the incomprehension 
of society. Shared pain often led to bonding: “Within the Agrupación such a great, strong bond 
was created that is difficult [to imagine] it breaking someday.” And bonding led to action: “The 
unity, the being together, that’s what gave us the strength to do so many things that we didn’t even 
imagine we were capable of doing.” As these excerpts suggest, visits to the Vicaría had a 
transformative effect on previously apolitical women.550 
The Vicaría building became a “second home” and the AFDD a sort of new “family,” as 
relatives of detenidos desaparecidos active in the organization often say in oral-history interviews. 
Ana González’s digression while narrating the first time she went to the Vicaría is telling: “I 
walked up the stairs, I mean, [the same stairs] that I walked up and down, up and down, for so 
many years. And it became sort of like my other house, my other home. If it weren’t for… the 
Vicaría de la Solidaridad, our sense of abandonment would have been much greater, the 
defenselessness we felt. Because that’s where they took us in.”551 For Carmen Vivanco, who lived 
by herself after the disappearance of her husband and her only son, the Vicaría played a similar 
role. “I was alone for almost twelve years… So, I had no one to talk to.” In the Vicaría, Carmen 
found like-minded women with whom she could go to the streets, voice her tragedy, and demand 
justice.552 For the core group of women who helped run the AFDD, going to the Vicaría became a 
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daily activity, which could only be sustained by funds from foreign donors or stipends from the 
PCCH. Most AFDD members visited the Vicaría less often, but they all helped built a sisterhood 
community based on shared pain. 
Notwithstanding the rhetoric of kinship and the friendships formed within the organization, 
there were still conflicts among members. Disagreements between members of different political 
parties were never strong enough to fracture the AFDD, but they often made coexistence in the 
same organization difficult. Only after the end of the dictatorship did MIR members decided to 
form a separate organization. On some occasions, the sectarianism of communist women also led 
to clashes with wives of communist detenidos desaparecidos who did not belong to the party.553 
Personal clashes also weakened the organization. An AFDD member explained to sympathetic 
psychologists in the mid-1990s: “At times, I stopped coming because I got into fights with some 
people, but I felt sad because I missed them.” In the end, feelings of both belonging and guilt 
dissuaded this woman and others from completely abandoning their peers: “When I saw them on 
television doing some activity and I wasn’t a part of it, I felt like I was betraying them.”554 
AFDD members held conflicting views about the purpose of the organization. Communist 
women, especially those who were already committed party members before the disappearance of 
their husbands, understood their role in the AFDD in political terms. They thought of themselves 
first and foremost as communists, and they never got tired of protesting, not even after realizing 
that the authorities would not address their grievances. The way they saw it, by taking to the streets 
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to denounce human rights violations they were contributing to the delegitimation of the Pinochet 
regime. Less politicized women, however, were much less interested in delegitimizing the regime 
than in finding their husbands or at least finding out what had happened to them. The AFDD’s 
distinct style of human rights activism developed at the intersection of these competing interests. 
Some non-communist women felt used for political gains, especially once it became clear that 
their husbands would never be found alive and the rationale behind the protests became 
increasingly denunciatory. Other previously apolitical women were transformed by their 
participation in the AFDD, choosing to continue the struggle for truth and justice even after 
realizing that their husbands were most likely dead.  
 
Politico-military activism in the FPMR 
The existence of the FPMR became public on December 14, 1983, when some rodriguistas 
took over a radio station and claimed responsibility for a series of well-orchestrated attacks on 
electric power plants that had left several cities of the country in the dark. This organization grew 
out of a small group of Chilean men trained abroad as military officers. Originally small, the FPMR 
recruited hundreds of radicalized young men and women in Chile in the mid-1980s. Its 
membership is estimated to have been between one thousand and fifteen hundred members at its 
peak.555 The FPMR’s chain of command, neatly structured as a military command hierarchy, 
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distinguished between the “commanders” trained as military officers abroad and the mass of 
“combatants” recruited in Chile. The majority of the FPMR leaders received thorough military 
training in Cuba in the second half of the 1970s and fought in Nicaragua, whether in the Final 
Offensive against the Somoza regime in 1979 or in the subsequent civil war against the Contras.556 
A smaller number of FPMR leaders received military training in Bulgaria in the same period and 
also helped the Sandinista government later on. Together with a few socialist and MIR members, 
this skilled contingent led the FPMR in Chile, where several hundred young men and women 
joined the armed struggle against the Pinochet dictatorship. A few of the men recruited in Chile 
did short military courses in Cuba in the 1980s and were promoted to the organization’s upper 
ranks. Military training in Cuba and war experience in Nicaragua reinforced the organization’s 
hierarchy. They established an unequal relation between the commanders and the mass of 
combatants recruited in Chile, who had lesser military knowledge and no war experience. 
 The first cohort of Chilean communists entered the Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces in 
1975, following a proposal by Fidel Castro. This cohort was composed of young men who had 
arrived in Cuba before the coup to study medicine. The great majority of male medical students 
accepted Castro’s proposal—the proposal excluded women—and switched careers, but roughly 
half of them finished their military studies. The other half deserted for different reasons. The 
selection process became more rigorous in the following years and the number of deserters 
decreased. The PCCH began actively searching for young communists living in exile who were 
                                                 
charge of surveilling the FPMR. Bauer declared in court, several years later, that in 1987 the FPMR had 
“approximately five hundred professional members” in Santiago alone. See, e.g., Peña, Los fusileros, p. 252. 
556 Pascale Bonnefoy, Claudio Pérez, and Ángel Spotorno, eds., Internacionalistas. Chilenos en la revolución popular 
sandinista, Santiago: Edición Latinoamericana, 2009; Cristián Pérez, “Compañeros, a las armas. Combatientes 
chilenos en Centroamérica (1979-1989),” Estudios Públicos 129, Summer 2013; Rojas, De la rebelión popular a la 
sublevación imaginada, pp. 91-164. 
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interested in becoming military officers. Originally, the idea was to form officers that would 
contribute to Chile’s democratization by joining the Armed Forces of Chile after the demise of the 
Pinochet dictatorship. However, the stability of the dictatorship in Chile and the success of the 
Sandinista National Liberation Front in Nicaragua led to the deployment of these officers in Chile 
under radically different circumstances.557 
To recruit a significant number of people willing to do military studies that lasted several 
years, the PCCH depended on political networks in exile. The organization used for the most part 
institutional channels. It offered the opportunity of studying a military career in Cuba to 
trustworthy young communists living in exile in different countries. Only a handful of those who 
studied in the Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces were first-generation communists who had been 
forced into exile for their political activism during the Popular Unity, like Galvarino Apablaza, 
whose political trajectory gave him a degree of ascendency over the rest of the recruits.558 The 
great majority of the recruits were young communists in their late teens or early twenties who had 
fled into exile with politically committed parents. The most famous of them is undoubtedly Raúl 
Pellegrin, who served as leader of the FPMR from its foundation in 1983 until his death in 1988. 
Raúl came from a long lineage of left-wing activists. His parents were very committed 
communists. They had traveled to Cuba in 1960 to contribute to the efforts of Fidel Castro’s new 
revolutionary government and stayed there for four years before returning to Chile. Eighteen-year-
old Raúl, who learned to read in Castro’s Cuba, came back to the island to become a military 
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officer in 1976. Raúl, his father, and the PCCH discussed the young man’s incorporation into the 
Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces in 1975, while living in exile in the German Democratic 
Republic.559 
 Unlike Galvarino Apablaza or Raúl Pellegrin, some of the young communists who received 
military training in Cuba were descendants of communist leaders. Galvarino Melo Jr., who later 
fictionalized his recollections of the Nicaraguan Revolution in a novel, was the son of Galvarino 
Melo Sr., a former congressman. Vasili Carrillo, who became the public speaker of the imprisoned 
rodriguistas after his detention in November 1986, was the son of old-time cadre Isidoro Carrillo, 
summarily executed in October 1973. Juan Henríquez, who was murdered by the secret service in 
June 1987, was the grandson of famous communist detenidos desaparecido Bernardo Araya—
Juan’s mother, Mónica Araya, participated in the 1977 ECLA hunger strike and was one of the 
most active AFDD members. Galvarino Melo Sr., Isidoro Carrillo, and Bernardo Araya were all, 
at one time or another, Central Committee members. 
The military recruits whose parents were merely rank-and-file communists sometimes 
resented the privileges that well-connected recruits enjoyed in Cuba and later in the FPMR. Some 
claimed that the meteoric career of Juan Gutiérrez was based on his connections rather than his 
talents. His family lived in Havana’s El Vedado district and befriended the Castros, and Juan 
married the daughter of Raúl Castro, Mariela, in 1983.560 Roberto Nordenflycht, the stepson of 
communist leader Volodia Teitelboim, set a better example. José Miguel Carrera, another young 
Chilean communist studying to become a military officer in Cuba, recalled in his 2010 memoirs: 
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“Those of us who weren’t children of party leaders used to say to each other that Eduardo 
[Roberto’s nom de guerre] had been transferred there to study for a political career with a military 
bent.” A political career would probably have given Roberto an advantage over his peers, but he 
chose a military career instead. He fought in Nicaragua and came back to Chile in 1985 to fight 
against the Pinochet dictatorship. He rose to the FPMR’s leading body in 1987, before being 
murdered in 1989 by the secret service.561 
 The gender bias of the selection is apparent. The first cohort of Chilean communists who 
entered the Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces was composed exclusively of men. Some female 
students of medicine complained when they learned that they had been discriminated against on 
the basis of gender. The Cuban authorities agreed to provide some military courses to these women 
after they had finished their studies of medicine, and about a dozen of them traveled to Nicaragua 
later on. The cohorts of young Chileans who entered the Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces in 
following years seem to have been composed almost exclusively of men. Military training was, 
for the most part, an all-male experience. Young male recruits lived in barracks, separated from 
their families. Only a few Chilean women received military training not related to medicine, in the 
Military Technical Institute José Martí, where they graduated as engineers and technicians, and 
most of them were socialists, not communists.562 
The FPMR recruited the bulk of its members not abroad but in Chile. Recruitment for such 
a dangerous type of activism was only successful because the dictatorship led to the radicalization 
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of thousands of young men and women. Those who joined the FPMR while living in Chile were 
often quite young, and they had lived a significant portion of their lives—sometimes the biggest 
portion—under an oppressive dictatorship. Most had experienced, directly or indirectly, the 
harrowing experience of state repression. The violence that led to rebel against the dictatorship 
was felt at a very personal level. Take a petition for pardon by rodriguista political prisoner José 
Ugarte in 1993. Detained in October 1988, José had spent over four years in prison when he wrote 
to the new, democratically elected president Patricio Aylwin requesting his release. Instead of 
stressing his personal transformation during imprisonment or framing his previous deeds as part 
of a common struggle for democracy, José devoted his petition letter to discuss the way in which 
state terrorism had impacted his life—the implication being that the ubiquity of violence led him 
to rebel against an illegitimate government. He wrote about several human rights abuses he had 
known firsthand. He began by telling the story of his childhood friend Marcelo, whom alongside 
his mother María and an uncle lived as allegados in his home. Marcelo’s father, José learned when 
he was four, was executed by the infamous Caravan of Death in 1973. José’s petition letter narrated 
then several horrendous crimes—the body from a neighbor found mutilated, an unknown body 
dismembered by an explosion, and so on—he had witnessed in the 1980s. It ended with the 
following sentence: “Everything I have recounted, Mr. President, happened within no more than a 
seventeen block radius from where I live.”563 
The radicalization of thousands of young men and women was not the outcome of state 
repression alone. There was an environment conducive to radicalization, especially in certain 
neighborhoods of big cities like Santiago, Valparaíso, and Concepción. Organized protests against 
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the dictatorship began to take place in the late 1970s and acquired momentum in the 1980s. The 
1982 economic crisis hit Chile hard. It triggered a wave of social mobilization and led to the 
repoliticization of society and the youth in particular. Chile suddenly exploded into a struggle for 
control of the streets. Nationwide protests began in earnest in 1983 and extended until 1986, with 
some periods of especially intense confrontation (June-August 1983, September-October 1984, 
and July 1986). In these protests, the youngest and most courageous demonstrators learned to build 
barricades and throw Molotov cocktails. The least fortunate also learned what torture meant. 
Protests erupted most forcefully in working-class neighborhoods where a tradition of organizing 
existed. Local and national protests empowered left-wing activists. They also radicalized some 
previously apolitical people, especially young men from working-class neighborhoods. To quote 
Ramón Morales, who began to participate in protests in the early 1980s: “I felt compelled to 
participate in the protests to show my dissatisfaction with this regime on account of economic and 
family problems, since I was unemployed… [A]nd from then on I began to familiarize myself with 
left-wing politics.” In one of these protests Ramón came in contact with Pelao, “who took an 
interest in me because he saw I was very active.” This was the beginning of a relationship based 
on political affinities and economic incentives that eventually led Ramón into the ranks of the 
FPMR.564 
The majority of FPMR recruits came from the ranks of the JJCC. Although the JJCC had 
thousands of members when the FPMR came to life, only hundreds of young communists ever 
became rodriguistas. As a rule, the FPMR recruited only the most radicalized young communists, 
those who had shown willingness to take up arms. Take the case of Angélica Rojas, a third-
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generation communist. Almost all of Angélica’s seven siblings joined the JJCC at some point in 
their lives, but she was the only one who went the extra step and joined the FPMR. Her life story 
illuminates the circumstances that led some young communists to join the FPMR. On May Day 
1981, she participated in a demonstration in Concepción with her relatives and hundreds of other 
demonstrators. “I remember that I began marching and I felt in my soul that I had found a reason 
to live. I was among my own kind.” This was one of the first occasions she could publicly protest 
surrounded by like-minded people, and the first time she was detained as well. She spent fifteen 
days in jail. This passionate young communist remained active and did not refrain from showing 
her discontent in public again. She was detained for the second time on March 24, 1983, and spent 
five months in jail. She was released on probation while the trial continued. When the trial ended 
in January 1985, she was condemned to three years in jail. “I was not willing to go back to jail 
[and] give up my struggle for freedom, and that’s why I went underground. I left my boyfriend, 
my friends, my parents, and my family.” Only then did Angélica join the FPMR.565 
 Angélica is not the only child of communist parents who joined the FPMR in the 1980s, 
while living in Chile. The personal narratives of a number of rodriguistas stress paternal influence. 
Take the case of Fernando, whose family suffered persecution after the coup. He thought of himself 
as part of an intergenerational struggle for a better world, and he proudly remembered in a cassette 
recorded in the mid-1990s: “First, on account of my family’s principles, then on account of my 
own personal decision and the life commitment I always had, I began to assume my tasks as a 
young [activist].”566 Bernardo, another rodriguista, explained in the same recording that he had 
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Testimonios, Santiago: n.p., 1995, p. 192. The cassette was recorded by rodriguistas in exile to the request of Adriana 
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not been active in a political party before joining the FPMR and that his working-class family had 
never belonged to a specific political party either, “though we were never far removed from 
popular movements.” He then suggested that this was an exception among FPMR members: 
“Almost all of them had a whole life of political activism behind them, which even spanned 
generations!” I would argue that the strong rhetoric of intergenerational political commitment of 
some of his peers led Bernardo to overestimate the number of rodriguistas who came from families 
with a history of communist activism. His own case—as a first-generation activist from a left-
leaning milieu—was more common than he himself imagined.567 
In broader samples of testimonies, rodriguistas mention parents as frequently as age peers 
when explaining the influences that helped them develop the left-wing consciousness that led them 
to the FPMR. Mariano Idini’s study on the motivations and emotions of rodriguistas provide useful 
evidence. His study is based on interviews with eight FPMR members, seven of whom are quoted 
stating their reasons for joining the FPMR. Three of these seven interviewees explicitly pointed to 
their parents as influencing their political choices and life trajectories. The other four interviewees 
stressed instead the influence of friends, classmates, and neighbors. One of them even mentioned 
that he came from a right-wing family, and he understood his political radicalization as “a process 
of also rebelling against the family.”568 Interestingly, however, this same interviewee had cousins 
who were detenidos desaparecidos. This sample and others suggest that the question of motivation 
                                                 
Pohorecky, who wanted to know more about the underground life of her deceased son, rodriguista martyr Ignacio 
Valenzuela. Pohorecky transcribed long excerpts from the cassette in the book. 
567 Quoted in Pohorecky, Ignacio Valenzuela, p. 225. 
568 Quoted in Idini, “Detrás de cada combatiente, un sujeto cotidiano.” 
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should not be posed in either/or terms. Rather, the study of political radicalization in Chile during 
the 1980s should focus on a myriad of spaces and personal influences.569 
Along with the home, the neighborhood and the university played arguably the most 
important roles in the politicization of hundreds of youth that joined the FPMR. There, young men 
and women found peers that either complemented the political education they received at home or 
exposed them to an entirely new world. The intertwinement of the home and the neighborhood 
comes through very clearly in the life-story of Mauricio Hernández, perhaps the most important 
FPMR leader ever recruited in Chile. Mauricio was the son of socialist parents who lived between 
Valparaíso and Viña del Mar. Most of his siblings were JJCC members. The parents allowed the 
children to participate in political activities and protected Mauricio when these activities led him 
down a dangerous path. 
The neighborhood where Mauricio grew up also helped to shape his political ideas. 
Particularly important in this respect was the neighborhood’s Club Social y Deportivo Orompello, 
which spread the “the JJCC’s political ideas,” according to a police document.570 Mauricio and his 
older brother Iván played soccer in the Orompello Club while their sisters Laura and Cecilia 
participated in the club’s cultural activities. In the soccer team Mauricio met and befriended 
Mauricio Arenas and Fernando Larenas, who became important FPMR members as well. The three 
joined the JJCC around the same time and began carrying out violent actions together. They were 
detained in 1981 along with several other young communists, among whom was future rodriguista 
martyr Julio Guerra. After their release, the JJCC selected Julio Guerra and Fernando Larenas to 
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do a short course of guerilla tactics in Cuba. They were the first two of the hundreds of young 
communists who grew up in Pinochet’s Chile and traveled to Cuba to receive military training in 
the 1980s. Mauricio followed his friends’ lead and traveled to Cuba later on. As Mauricio’s life 
story suggests, the teachings he learned at home, the experience he gained in the neighborhood, 
and his political activism as a young communist—all went hand in hand.571 
 The importance of political, family, and neighborhood networks in recruiting young men 
and women willing to take up arms against the dictatorship is perhaps even more apparent in the 
case of the Milicias Rodriguistas, a popular militia created by the PCCH to complement the work 
of the FPMR and carry out low-risk operations. Although some milicianos eventually became 
rodriguistas, these two organizations played different roles and the types of activities carried out 
by each were also different. Whereas rodriguista activists moved from place to place and avoided 
unnecessary contacts with the population, the milicianos lived in their own neighborhoods with 
their families and interacted more directly with the so-called masses, sometimes wearing nothing 
but a handkerchief to cover their faces. During the second half of the 1980s, the number of 
milicianos grew exponentially in certain left-wing neighborhoods in southern Santiago, such as La 
Victoria, La Bandera, and La Legua. In neighborhoods like these the Milicias Rodriguistas could 
rely on youth from families with a history of political activism in the PCCH and the dwellers’ 
general sympathy.572 
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The secret service, in turn, targeted these neighborhoods. It also seems to have targeted 
specific families within these neighborhoods. The human rights lawyer who took up the case of 
the Cid siblings, for example, explained in the judicial proceedings that “a group of people was 
detained by the Intelligence agency [and] accused of being the core of rodriguista families in La 
Bandera neighborhood.”573 The secret service had detained twenty-one-year-old Cecilia and 
twenty-year-old Oscar during a raid on the Cid home on February 1, 1988. The agents also 
searched for their nineteen-year-old-brother Gonzalo. Unable to find him, they took their fourteen-
year-old-brother Eugenio instead, who was beaten up and released a few hours later. Cecilia and 
Oscar were viciously tortured to confess their membership in a group of five milicianos accused 
of burning a bus and other terrorist activities near La Bandera. The father denied the accusations 
in the opposition press. He also fought in court to no avail. The Cid siblings spent a long time in 
jail—both were behind bars when the dictatorship ended in March 1990, Cecilia already 
condemned and Oscar still in pre-trial detention. Persecution against this family did not end in 
1988, when Oscar and Cecilia were detained. On June 28, 1989, several agents abducted Gonzalo 
and threatened him and his entire family. Gonzalo recalled these agents telling him before releasing 
him: “Tell your father not to get into any trouble. There are two Cids in prison now. There could 
be five.”574 
 The cases of Cecilia Cid, Angélica Rojas, and other women mentioned above should not 
come entirely as a surprise. The politicized environment of some homes, neighborhoods, and 
universities had an influence on women as well as men, and the FPMR and the Milicias 
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Rodriguistas did make efforts to recruit women. These politico-military organizations embraced a 
discourse of gender equality.575 The idea of equal rights among male and female members was 
promoted through politico-pedagogical texts distributed among rodriguistas, milicianos, and 
sympathizers. The 1986 novel Nacer en primavera, for example, included illustrative discussions 
between Mayi and Juan. Juan was a miliciano, but he tried to prevent his girlfriend Mayi from 
joining the Milicias Rodriguistas because he thought that women should not be part of politico-
military organizations. In the course of the novel, Mayi became first a miliciana and then a 
rodriguista, proving to her boyfriend that women were up to the task and showing the readers that 
these organizations did not discriminate on the basis of gender.576  
Occasionally, gender issues were discussed in interviews with the non-rodriguista press. 
Rodriguista leader and future martyr Cecilia Magni, for example, gave an interview to the centrist 
magazine Hoy in 1987 where she discussed the issue of gender at some length. She declared herself 
a feminist and even criticized the sexism of some rodriguista leaders. For the most part, however, 
she reproduced the FPMR’s official discourse, which endorsed formal equality between men and 
women while lamenting the survival of a few sexist practices within the organization. She also 
claimed that the military structure of the FPMR was of some advantage for women, because it 
allowed those who held leadership positions to exert power more easily over their subordinates, 
disregarding their gender. Her words about the inclusiveness of the FPMR should be taken with a 
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grain of salt. After all, Cecilia is often praised as the only woman who rose to the FPMR’s National 
Directorate, the organization’s leading body.577 
Sexism was pervasive in the FPMR’s organizational culture. Juan Pablo Cárdenas told a 
revealing anecdote in a 2004 chronicle about his years as editor of Análisis, one of the few legal 
magazines that openly opposed the Pinochet dictatorship. On one occasion, Cárdenas and the 
magazine’s journalist Fernando Paulsen met with some leaders of the FPMR in an indeterminate 
location—they were transported blindfolded to the place of the meeting—to discuss current issues 
pertaining the armed struggle. Cárdenas and Paulsen were pleasantly surprised to come across a 
woman with a perfect figure and heavenly eyes wearing an eyes-only balaclava in this secret 
location. However, the role this silent woman played during the meeting was as depressing as it 
was unsurprising. She served the journalists coffee and cookies while they talked with an older 
man wearing a balaclava with eye and mouth holes. “In a way, this very hierarchical and sexist 
custom of assigning women to attend and care for the leaders left us the impression that these 
warriors were not so different from ordinary men.”578 The inherent sexism of the practice that 
struck Cárdenas and Paulsen seems to have eluded some rodriguistas. Take an interview with two 
FPMR leaders conducted by a member of the same organization, intended to be read by 
rodriguistas and sympathizers. This rodriguista journalist mocked his non-rodriguista colleagues 
who wrote about the details surrounding the interviews, such as the blindfolded trip to the location 
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of the meeting, but he indulged in poetic license as well: “Two nice girls, who showed signs of 
teenage admiration for the freedom fighters they took care of, served us some things to eat.”579 
Only a handful of women participated in the FPMR as combatants. Given the secret nature 
of the organization, quantifiable information does not abound, but the imbalance between male 
and female combatants seems to have been quite significant. Adriana Mendoza, or “Fabiola,” for 
example, was the only woman of the twenty-one rodriguistas who participated in the attempt on 
Pinochet’s life in September 1986. Twenty years after the event, Adriana proudly claimed: “It is a 
great honor for me to have participated in that operation and I consider myself privileged for having 
been the only woman.”580 Adriana is justified in feeling proud. By the time of the attempt, the 
FPMR had few skilled female combatants at its disposal. In fact, the original plan included the 
participation of two women: Adriana and the above-mentioned Cecilia Magni. However, Cecilia 
was too valuable an asset to be risked, and the FPMR decided to replace her at the last minute. 
One of the twenty men involved in the operation had to disguise himself as a woman instead.581 
Data on political prisoners confirms the predominance of men in military roles. The number of 
male political prisoners is obviously much higher than that of female political prisoners. Even 
more telling, however, is the fact that the great majority of the rodriguista women imprisoned by 
the dictatorship were not combatants.582 
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Women tended to play secondary roles in the FPMR. Most female members participated 
in the logistics of the organization, facilitating safe houses, storing weapons, making contacts, and 
so on. The complementary nature of women’s participation in the FPMR is apparent in the tasks 
assigned to them. One of the most common tasks performed by women, for example, was that of 
playing the role of partners of male combatants for security purposes. During time periods that 
went from a few days to several months, the women who played this role lived with their fictitious 
partners and behave as a normal family would in front of their neighbors. Some brought their 
children with them, in part to take care of them and in part to strengthen the cover up. Other female 
rodriguistas belonged to the health and propaganda departments of the organization. In these 
departments, they performed tasks usually conceptualized as feminine, such as nursing and 
typewriting. 
The predominance of men and the macho ethos of the organization led to the reproduction 
of a series of practices that were common among male peer groups in Chile. During the famous 
smuggling and storage of weapons in Carrizal Bajo, for example, dozens of communists and 
rodriguistas—this was one of the few joint operations between the PCCH and the FPMR—visited 
the brothels of the nearby cities, where some of them got so drunk that they chanted political 
songs.583 Stories of sexual escapades also come out in the recollections of those who participated 
in the failed attempt on Pinochet’s life and fled to Vietnam and Cuba. During their brief stay in 
Buenos Aires, the whole group went to a strip club with the authorization of the group leader, who 
had originally opposed the idea. In Vietnam, all but two men of the group—the group leader and 
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another man—challenged the strict training camp rules and went out to have fun at night. In Cuba, 
the men also defied the locals’ rules and brought women to the house’s garage. The group leader 
lost any chance of restraining his subordinates when they discovered that he was breaking the rules 
as well.584 To be sure, the FPMR was far from endorsing these practices. Like the PCCH, the 
FPMR criticized cabarets and brothels as spaces of alienation. It also opposed the indiscriminate 
consumption of alcohol and, especially, drugs, which began to be massively consumed by young 
men from impoverished working-class neighborhoods during these years. 
 
                                                 




Image 8: Communists and rodriguistas in Carrizal Bajo 




Activism in the FPMR often forced members to sever ties with their loved ones. FPMR 
members who participated in the logistical aspects of the organization could live with their families 
and see their friends. They were supposed to have relatively normal lives—or, at least, behave as 
if they did—to avoid awakening suspicions. Commanders and combatants, on the other hand, 
tended to live underground, separate from their families and friends. The FPMR addressed the 
complex issue of severing family ties in some of its publications, such as the 1986 collection of 
texts Manuel cabalga de nuevo and the 1986 novel Nacer en primavera. The former included 
interviews with two combatants, Juan and Ana, who were depicted as regular people, with fears, 
hopes, and dreams. When asked if he had family, Juan answered affirmatively and expanded on 
the pain he felt: “Try to imagine not seeing your compañera or your children for a year and a half, 
after having been together for ten years. I miss them terribly.” Ana, “a woman like any other,” did 
not have a family of her own yet. She explained: “Because of the pace of the events you sometimes 
forget about your personal life.”585  
Nacer en primavera follows the lives of a host of characters linked to the Milicias 
Rodriguistas and the FPMR in Santiago’s working-class neighborhoods. Alejandro, the character 
who holds the position of greatest responsibility in the novel, lives apart from his wife and son. 
The loneliness he feels is one of the themes that runs through the novel’s two volumes. The first 
volume includes a letter written by Alejandro’s son, in which he tells his father how much he 
misses him and asks him whether they could somehow reunite. Alejandro’s wife chooses not to 
send the child’s letter to avoid distressing her husband. The second volume includes a five-page 
chapter describing Alejandro alone in his room, looking at pictures of his wife and son. Alejandro’s 
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interior monologue while looking at the pictures makes apparent the revolutionary novel’s 
pedagogical character: “People think that you leave your family because you don’t love it. Did 
Che [Guevara] leave his wife [and] his children when he went to Bolivia because he did not love 
them? No, he even wrote a birthday letter to his son, Ernestito. I live far from my family because 
I don’t want to end up in jail. I have to live underground.” Allusions to revolutionary heroes might 
not have entirely solved the dilemma, but they helped rodriguistas cope with it.586 
Families linked to the PCCH understood better than others the demands of underground 
activism. The recollections of Marta are telling. Marta and her seven siblings were the children of 
a communist detenido desaparecido abducted in 1976. After this tragic event, the mother joined 
the AFDD while the siblings remained active in the JJCC. The participation of two brothers in the 
FPMR during the 1980s, however, forced the rest of the siblings to establish extra security 
measures. The oldest sister, who still lived in the parents’ house with one of these brothers, decided 
to move out when she learned that her brother had joined the FPMR. All the members of the family 
who still lived in Santiago during the 1980s met a few times a year, for holidays and birthdays. 
The two brothers who joined the FPMR participated in these gatherings only occasionally. 
Everyone knew that these brothers’ presence could pose a threat. On one occasion, for example, 
the youngest brother arrived at a party uninvited. He had been in hiding and the siblings feared 
that secret service agents might be following him. Marta explained in an oral-history interview: 
“My little brother arrived [at the party] and we told him, ‘what the hell are you thinking? You’re 
being followed [estás con cola] and all of us are here.’” The youngest brother’s presence 
endangered everyone in the house and, indirectly, an even greater group of politically active 
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people, since several of those present there were JJCC or PCCH members. Even the words used 
by Marta when remembering this anecdote—the expression estar con cola is a watchword—
speaks to the political knowledge of these kinds of families and how well they understood the high 
risks of underground politico-military activism.587 
 The willingness to participate in the FPMR, endure loneliness, and risk everything required 
a special kind of commitment. A heroic narrative sustained activism in the FPMR.588 This heroic 
narrative was built upon warfare memories from the Nicaraguan Revolution, which were crucial 
in uniting the commanders, and recollections of successful politico-military operations against the 
Pinochet dictatorship, which led to the emergence of a sense of pride and belonging among those 
recruited in Chile as well. Since the FPMR’s strategy relied heavily on armed propaganda, the 
operations were often designed to be grandiose. These operations might not have encouraged the 
population to rise against the dictatorship, as the FPMR hoped, but at least they reinforced the 
members’ willingness to strive against the odds. Even fairly common operations, such as attacks 
on electric power plants that left cities in the dark, had an empowering effect on members. Vasco, 
the rodriguista protagonist of a recent novel written by a former FPMR member, put it in the 
following terms: “To watch the explosions at night was something truly beautiful… I felt 
invincible.”589 
The heroic dimension of politico-military activism led some rodriguistas not only to 
endure privations but also to sacrifice themselves. When joining the organization, members took 
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an oath that began: “I PROMISE, before the people of Chile, the FPMR, and the memory of our 
fallen brothers, to devote myself with all my might to this fight to death to recover our freedom, 
without hesitating to give my life, if it were necessary.”590 These were not empty words. Those 
who tried to kill Pinochet in September 1986, for example, declared themselves willing to die 
when accepting to participate in this top-secret operation. The original plan was almost a suicide 
mission, and not all the rodriguistas contacted to participate accepted the challenge—those 
recruited were told nothing about what they were going to do, but they were warned about the high 
probability of dying. Those who did accept the challenge survived due to last-minute changes in 
the plan, but these changes were made to have a better chance of killing Pinochet, not a better 
chance of survival.591 Víctor Díaz Caro and a few others who participated in this operation ended 
up in jail after Juan Moreno (“Sacha”) cracked under torture. In jail, Víctor reprehended Sacha 
severely for his conduct and always used him as an example of unworthy rodriguista behavior. As 
shown by the following excerpt of a letter by Víctor to his comrades outside prison in July 1987, 
which was intercepted by guards: “To live with the burden that Sacha lives is unworthy of a 
rodriguista. Our oath is [to fight] to death for the sake of life.”592 Death was a possibility worth 
talking about. Several rodriguistas were killed in the months that preceded and followed Víctor’s 
letter. In June 1987, secret service agents fell simultaneously upon different houses (where the 
FPMR trained members) and killed twelve of them. In September 1987, the secret service abducted 
and murdered five other rodriguistas. 
                                                 
590 Quoted in Álvarez, “Los hermanos rodriguistas.” This oath dates from 1985. It is unclear whether it was taken 
before that year. Rituals of this sort seem to have become more common as years went by. 
591 See Peña, Los fusileros, pp. 86-97, 108-113 
592 Quoted in Peña, Los fusileros, pp. 319-321. 
334 
 
The martyrdom of rodriguistas was an important element in uniting the members of the 
organization. Dead comrades were evoked in the oath and in other rituals. They were constantly 
praised in the underground rodriguista press as well. The FPMR’s magazine El Rodriguista 
published long obituaries every time a member was killed in action and routinely remembered the 
names of the organization’s martyrs. Documents of a more personal nature illustrate the 
importance of the memory of the dead in the minds of the living. A letter written from prison by 
Víctor in July 1987 is illuminating. “If we have resisted all this time,” Víctor explained to his 
comrades outside prison, “it is for our fallen brothers, for the memory of past battles, for you, for 
our children and compañeras.”593 The ubiquity of the martyr figure in the rodriguista rhetoric 
reinforced a feeling of indebtedness and responsibility among those alive. To quote a member of 
the FPMR’s leading body interviewed for the collection of texts Manuel cabalga de nuevo: “We 
always remember our fallen brothers, with pain. They are a [source of] everlasting commitment 
for rodriguistas.”594 
FPMR members developed a strong sense of fraternity. The possibility of losing their lives 
helped cement feelings of trust and comradery among members. Manuel, a former rodriguista 
interviewed by Mariano Idini for his study on the human aspect of underground activism, put it 
very clearly: “There was a very strong sense of compañerismo, a comradery of arms. To feel part 
of a popular army meant that every compañero was vital, that you risked your life for the 
compañero who was by your side and vice versa.” As this excerpt reveals, military teachings 
influenced rodriguista understandings of compañerismo. Imbuing soldiers with a feeling of 
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indebtedness to their comrades in arms is at the core of military training everywhere. Comradery 
of arms was taught to all rodriguistas who received military training abroad. Most likely, it was 
also taught to those rodriguistas who never left the country, since the FPMR organized several 
short courses in Chile during the 1980s to instruct members in the basic tenets of urban guerrilla 
warfare tactics.595 
A family rhetoric underpinned the comradeship of arms. Rodriguistas called themselves 
“hermanos.” Given the gender makeup of the organization, the term is perhaps better translated as 
“brothers” than “siblings.” The rhetoric of brotherhood encouraged a more intimate relationship 
among members. Rafael, another rodriguista interviewed by Idini, stressed: “We didn’t call each 
other compañeros, we called each other hermanos… One man’s pain was another man’s pain.” He 
then went on to expand on the feeling of fraternity: “It was a very rich, deep-seated sentiment.” 
Several others of Idini’s interviewees made similar statements. José, for example, explained that 
under the difficult circumstances of living underground, “the compañero who is next to you 
becomes your friend, your family, your confidant, your psychologist, the one who keeps your 
morale up.” Raúl explained that the relationship forged among members “had the emotional charge 
of filial affection, of the loyalty to your compañero.” Raúl is one of the interviewees who most 
stressed the significance of fraternity. He admitted that “there were also animosities, like you 
would have anywhere,” but he downplayed them by deploying family tropes: “Surely the same 
thing happens in families.”596 
                                                 
595 Quoted in Idini, “Detrás de cada combatiente, un sujeto cotidiano.” On the military training of the FPMR in Chile 
and abroad, see Pérez, Vidas revolucionarias, pp. 246-271; Rojas, De la rebelión popular a la sublevación imaginada, 
pp. 91-107. 
596 Quoted in Idini, “Detrás de cada combatiente, un sujeto cotidiano.” 
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At the same time, however, the demands imposed by underground activism tended to 
undermine the development of friendships among rodriguistas. Security concerns led the FPMR 
to issue a directive in October 1986 reminding members that the rules of underground activism 
demanded the abandonment of “feelings of friendship and excessive trust.”597 The FPMR’s 
organizational challenge was to combine the intangible benefits that made the organization 
attractive—the sense of fraternity, the heroism of the epic struggle, and so on—with the strict 
discipline needed in underground organizations. Víctor Díaz Caro, who ended up in prison due to 
Sacha’s disregard for party rules, stressed the importance of discipline when writing to his 
comrades outside prison in July 1987: “We have never lost and will never lose neither the joy nor 
the optimism. We know that none of our sacrifices have been in vain. However, it’s not just a 
question of spirit [la mística] but discipline, which should be made a constant.”598 Perhaps no other 
testimony explains the conundrum of underground politico-military activism as clearly as that of 
Esteban. In an oral-history interview, he explained that “the relationships took place in two 
different spheres, so to speak. On the one hand, there was a realm of more personal relationships, 
where there was a lot of fraternity, a lot of good vibes… But on the other hand, in the more serious, 
militant life, let’s say, things were much colder.”599 
The FPMR’s esprit de corps and understanding of politics led to a break with the PCCH in 
mid-1987. The motives behind the break between the two organizations were mostly political, but 
only the feelings of fraternity among rodriguistas and their willingness to strive together allowed 
                                                 
597 Frente Patriótico Manuel Rodríguez, “Directiva de seguridad,” Santiago, October 25, 1986, in Causa rol Nº 1919-
1986, Segundo Juzgado Militar de Santiago, fs. 2442-2446, consulted in Fondo Jurídico, FASIC. 
598 Quoted in Peña, Los fusileros, pp. 319-321. 
599 Quoted in Olea, “La cultura rebelde.” 
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those who broke apart to maintain unity and build a separate organization.600 The conflict had been 
simmering for years. The relationship between the PCCH and the FPMR had been fraught with 
ambivalence from the very inception of the FPMR, since some important communist leaders in 
exile had opposed the creation of a politico-military force. These leaders not only opposed the 
creation of the FPMR, but also tried to curtail its power thereafter. They retook the initiative in 
1986, when several failed operations revealed the technical limitations of the FPMR. Violent 
actions, these leaders argued, had not been able to gain the support of the masses, giving the lie to 
the FPMR’s strategy. In 1987, when the prospect of confronting Pinochet in a referendum became 
tangible and the majority of the opposition began to push for a strictly “political” solution to end 
the dictatorship, the FPMR became a liability for the PCCH.601 
The break took place when the most important FPMR leaders refused to follow the 
directives of the PCCH, which the FPMR had obeyed until then. Those who broke apart argued 
that the PCCH was trying to disband the politico-military force it had helped to build and giving 
up the armed struggle—accusations that the PCCH first denied, but which subsequent events 
confirmed. Led by historic rodriguista leaders Raúl Pellegrin and Galvarino Apablaza, at least 
thirty of the fifty FPMR commanders active in Chile by then chose to remain faithful to the 
rodriguista cause rather than to the political organization from which many of them originally 
came.602 These commanders formed a tight-knit group, united by shared experiences in Cuba, 
                                                 
600 Álvarez, “Los hermanos rodriguistas.” 
601 Álvarez, Arriba los pobres del mundo, pp. 236-253; Rojas, De la rebelión popular a la sublevación imaginada, pp. 
307-324. 
602 Álvarez, Arriba los pobres del mundo, pp. 236-253; Pérez, Vidas revolucionarias, pp. 304-308; Rojas, De la 
rebelión popular a la sublevación imaginada, pp. 307-324, 375-463. The number of commanders who sided with 
Raúl Pellegrin and Galvarino Apablaza might be bigger, since this oft-quoted figure comes from communist sources, 
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Nicaragua, and Chile. After the break, they used the regular channels of communication that the 
FPMR had established to convince the organization’s rank-and-file membership to join them in an 
autonomous politico-military organization, which came to be known as the FPMR-Autónomo, or 
FPMR-A. The commanders were very successful in this endeavor. Most rodriguistas sided with 
the autónomos. In the brief but intense years that had preceded the break, the FPMR had developed 
an identity that was distinct from that of the PCCH.603 
Accusations of mutual betrayal made the break particularly difficult. The PCCH labeled 
the autónomos as “traitors” who were plotting against the legitimate FPMR. The FPMR-A 
responded by saying that the real traitors were those who had betrayed the revolutionary cause and 
abandoned armed struggle. In this contest for legitimacy, PCCH leaders also drew upon traditional 
tactics of defamation and accused their contenders of behaving immorally in their private lives. 
Raúl Pellegrin’s mother Judith Friedmann, for example, recalled in 2008 that a representative of 
the PCCH told her and other communists from Santiago’s Ñuñoa district in 1987 that “the leaders 
of Frente Patriótico Manuel Rodríguez are drunkards and womanizers.” She decided to remain 
silent on that occasion and discussed the issue in private with her husband and daughters. They 
had all heard similar things in party meetings. They were feeling increasingly uncomfortable 
within the party. Knowing that these accusations were unfounded, the entire Pellegrin family 
decided to abandon the PCCH.604 The break was particularly damaging in closed spaces like 
prisons, inhabited by several political prisoners from the PCCH and the now-divided FPMR. 
                                                 
and the PCCH might have been interested in inflating the number of commanders that remained loyal to the party. In 
fact, only two members of the FPMR’s small National Directory remained loyal to the PCCH. 
603 Álvarez, “Los hermanos rodriguistas.” 
604 Quoted in Friedmann, Mi hijo Raúl Pellegrin, p. 138. 
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Political disagreements often led to breaks of a more personal nature. Former friends stopped 




Víctor sided with the autonomous faction in prison and clashed with those who remained 
loyal to the PCCH. His communist sisters Victoria and Viviana nevertheless continued to visit him 
in prison after the FPMR-A broke apart. Rodriguista prisoners from both factions escaped shortly 
before the end of the dictatorship through an impressive sixty-meter tunnel. Tellingly, the tunnel 
was built by the members of one of the FPMR factions—the one loyal to the PCCH—without the 
help, or even the knowledge, of the other. When the tunnel was finally ready and the rodriguistas 
loyal to the PCCH decided to escape, they invited a handful of communist prisoners to escape with 
them but told nothing to the autónomos, who desperately searched for a tunnel inside their 
adversaries’ cells once they noticed that several of them were missing. The autónomos eventually 
found the secret tunnel by themselves, and Víctor and several others managed to escape. A fugitive 
from justice, Víctor eventually resettled in France, where he was granted political refugee status.606 
When Viviana received Chile’s first Human Rights National Award in 2012, she honored 
the memory of her father. She also narrated the tragedy of her family after 1976: “My mother died 
in 1997 without finding out the truth… My sister Victoria has followed the same path as I have, 
                                                 
605 See, e.g., Peña, Los fusileros, pp. 285-288, 322, 370-372. Quarrels also took place among female prisoners. See, 
e.g., Gabriela Richards, Calugas. Correspondencia de una joven chilena presa política en dictadura. (Crónicas y 
memorias), Santiago: Ceibo Ediciones, 2012, pp. 291-295. 
606 Peña, Los fusileros, pp. 372-390; Xavier Montanyá, La gran evasión. Historia de la fuga de prisión de los últimos 
exiliados de Pinochet, Barcelona: Pepitas de calabaza ed. & Llaüt, 2009. 
340 
 
and our brother Víctor, on account of his decision to take up arms and his consistency, has lived 
in forced exile for twenty years.”607 Víctor gave up on armed struggle not long after fleeing the 
country, in 1992, when the possibility of igniting a popular insurrection seemed impossible. This 
did not make him feel any closer to the PCCH, which he still resented. His sister Viviana remained 
both a PCCH and an AFDD member, and in 1999 she assumed the presidency of the AFDD. The 
transition to democracy was very difficult for the FPMR-A, which could not count on the support 
of the PCCH and failed to gain support from the masses, but it was also difficult for the AFDD. 
The organization lost the sense of purpose that united members during the dictatorship, and the 
political rearrangements of the 1990s led some to break ranks. AFDD members linked to the MIR 
decided to found a separate organization in 1992, and AFDD members linked to the Socialist Party 
and the PCCH experienced a series of disagreements throughout the rest of the decade. Conflicts 
kept emerging, sometimes even between the PCCH and the communist women active in the 
AFDD. By the end of 2002, Viviana found herself at odds with the PCCH and lost the AFDD 
presidency.608 
What is surprising is not that politico-military activists ended up breaking with the PCCH 
or that human rights activists occasionally found themselves at odds with the PCCH, but rather 
that such different tactics—violent action and human rights activities—managed to coexist in the 
first place. Politico-military and human rights activists disagreed frequently in Pinochet’s Chile, 
                                                 
607 Viviana Díaz, “Discurso,” Santiago, March 28, 2012, consulted online: http://www.indh.cl/wp-content/uploads/ 
2012/03/Discurso-Viviana.pdf. 
608 On the conflicts between Viviana Díaz and the PCCH, see La Nación, August 18, 2003, “PC niega haber marginado 
a Viviana Díaz”; El Mercurio, August 21, 2003, “Viviana Díaz en la encrucijada”; El Mercurio, October 17, 2003, 
“La nueva batalla de Gladys Marín”; Proyecto Internacional de Derechos Humanos - Londres, January 15, 2003, pp. 




but both types of activists could be found within the PCCH’s organizational structure. If the PCCH 
felt like home to both politico-military and human rights activists until 1987, it was not only 
because party leaders became adept at containing the centrifugal forces that threatened to tear the 
organization apart, but also because the FPMR and the AFDD evolved from similar notions of 
politics, family, and gender. Scholars tend to think of violent action and human rights activities as 
inherently contradictory. The discussions between Víctor and his sisters Victoria and Viviana in 
the 1980s certainly lend themselves to that interpretation. What is lost in such a reading, however, 
is the power of the ideas and the strength of the ties that, for a few years at least, allowed the PCCH 







Let’s call him Armando. I interviewed Armando several times during my second pre-
dissertation research trip to Chile, after I had already familiarized myself with the global 
scholarship on communism and the rhetoric of the PCCH. What communism had offered people 
everywhere, the best of the scholarship suggested, was the promise of a life full of meaning and 
the illusion of a complete and coherent social identity. Communism, these scholars argued, was a 
way of life. What had caught my attention from the PCCH’s rhetoric was its strong normative 
dimension and its emphasis on family life. Party members, the saying went, should not leave their 
party card with their coat in the coat hanger by the front door upon entering the house, but instead 
behave like communists towards their spouses and children at home. Therein lies an interesting 
research project, I thought to myself. To become a communist, it seemed to me, entailed not only 
making an existential commitment that reached into all aspects of one’s life, but also adopting a 
holistic approach to life itself and striving to remake oneself accordingly. 
My interviews with Armando were both encouraging and disappointing at the same time. 
Armando had lived the political in a very personal way. He became a communist in his youth and 
remained so throughout most of his adult life, until 1990, when he left the organization because—
he claimed—it had renounced its cadre policy and formative mission. However, what surprised 
me the most was the scarcity of Armando’s spontaneous allusions to his wife and children. 
Armando knew that I was interested in family matters, and, when I occasionally interrupted him 
to ask him more about his wife or children, he indulged me. But his personal narrative focused for 
the most part on the public aspects of his life, whether at work or in the party. His public and 
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private lives seemed to run on different tracks, which intersected only rarely. I did not realize it 
back then, but Armando, like other male communists of the era, had experienced private and public 
life as two separate realms. 
 I did not interview Armando’s wife, but my few and brief interactions with her—when she 
served us tea and sandwiches, when we said goodbye at their front door—inspired me to find out 
more about women’s experiences. Thus, I decided early on that I needed to interview women, even 
if the dissertation’s main focus was to be on communist men. Unlike Armando’s wife, however, 
most of my female interviewees ended up being communists. When I asked my contacts to direct 
me toward women who could give me insights into the family life of communists, they always 
redirected me to politically active women, not to women like Armando’s wife, even though my 
interviews with other male communists and children of communists made abundantly clear that 
most wives of communists more closely resembled Armando’s wife. It was not until I began 
reading alimony and custody court records involving communist men that I gained a better 
understanding of the experience of women like Armando’s wife. These sources not only confirmed 
that communism contributed little to alter the gendered distribution of domestic chores—
something that had been well established by the literature—but also seemed to suggest that 
communism had actually reinforced the public-private divide. 
Exemplary Comrades has studied the public and private lives of communists like Armando. 
It has shown that communism was a way of life, but not an integrated way of life. Like Armando, 
most Chilean communists lived a bifurcated life: one life lived to the fullest in the outside world 
and another life lived less intensely at home. Communism helped engender what I have dubbed a 
masculinist notion of self, predicated on the separation of public and private spheres. The very 
344 
 
practices fostered by the organization led men to experience public and private as two separate 
realms—the public realm being the realm where men most thought of themselves as communists. 
Communism gave men like Armando the opportunity to feel empowered and voice their 
opinions publicly, but their vigorous engagement in public life was to the detriment of their wives. 
Communism not only failed to alter the gendered distribution of domestic chores, but also 
strengthened the gendered public-private divide by pulling men from their homes and imbuing 
them with a strong sense of mission. Oblivious to even the most basic domestic chores of everyday 
life, Armando was also, in a way, oblivious to the conditions that enabled his uninterrupted 
political activism for so many decades. 
The core of the argument is contained in the first four chapters. They provide a detailed 
portrait of communist men and their relations, both at home and in the street. The focus is on 
married communist men and their wives, most of whom did not belong to the PCCH. Chapters 1 
and 2 study the development of the party’s masculinist culture during the late 1930s and 1940s. 
They document the PCCH’s insufficient and failed attempts to instill domestic habits among 
communist men and to promote the participation of their wives in public activities. The reasons 
behind these failures lie as much in the reluctance of the party’s constituency as in the party’s lack 
of political will to bring about change. Popular-front communism, these two chapters suggest, 
ended up producing very unequal domestic partnerships between public-minded husbands and 
stay-at-home wives. 
Chapters 3 and 4 trace the story of these and other similar left-wing families in later years. 
Chapter 3 studies the persecution of communism around the mid-century. It shows that the PCCH 
weathered the storm thanks to the unwavering commitment of a small cohort of underground 
activists and a network of families linked to the party. Chapter 4 studies the competing demands 
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of political activism and family life. It focuses on male cadres active during the third quarter of the 
century, but it speaks to the fate of their wives and children as well. Given these men’s absence 
from home, their wives were entirely responsible for domestic labor and raised the children almost 
by themselves. The masculinist character of the communist political culture, developed in the late 
1930s and 1940s, proved resilient, structuring gender relations and power inequalities even after 
women took on greater public roles. 
The dissertation’s last two chapters provide a rough sketch of party members other than 
married communist men. Chapter 5 studies the social and emotional life of the young communists 
of the Sixties, focusing on both young men and women. It shows that these young activists felt an 
intense need to befriend and marry those who shared the same political ideology. Chapter 6 studies 
the participation of a diverse array of left-leaning men and women in the struggle against the 
Pinochet dictatorship, focusing on a human rights and a paramilitary organization dominated by 
the PCCH. It shows that, within each of these organizations, activists forged strong bonds and 
developed a heightened sense of purpose that allowed them to strive against the odds. Activism in 
the JJCC and other communist-led organizations, these chapters suggest, empowered men and 
women of all ages to take control of their lives and make their voices heard.  
The dissertation’s last two chapters stand in a complex relationship with the previous four 
ones. On the one hand, the last two chapters show that powerful emotional bonds and changing 
notions of self gave life to increasingly radical conceptions of the political in the last third of the 
century. The political did become more personal as the century progressed, as is evident from the 
emphasis on comradely love of the young communists of the Sixties or the willingness to sacrifice 
everything of the rodriguistas of the 1980s. On the other hand, these new conceptions of the 
political did not subvert the gendered notions that structured public life and which communism 
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had strengthened in previous decades. Communist men now married left-wing women in much 
greater proportion than before, but their expectations about domestic life do not seem to have 
changed drastically. The JJCC encouraged greater female participation, but the internal dynamics 
of the PCCH seem to have done little to foster a more equitable environment for women, at least 
before the coup. And, as the last chapter shows, activism in the communist-led AFDD and FPMR 
grew out of deeply gendered notions of family and politics. 
 
This dissertation has made ample use of a couple of concepts—public sphere and private 
life—that some historians have become increasingly wary of using, especially as a pair. Many 
feminist scholars in the West, for example, have given up on the public-private binary, arguing 
that the thorough interrelatedness of public and private spheres precludes analysts from treating 
them as separate. Their emphasis on interconnectedness is justified, as these spheres were never 
and have never been self-contained worlds. On the contrary, public and private spheres came to 
life together and were, and still are, mutually dependent of one another. Feminist scholars have 
also done tremendous work by uncovering the gendered underpinnings of this liberal construct, 
which equated male with public and female with private, and by showing that women have always 
managed to transcend the confines of the domestic sphere. To use these concepts uncritically, 
feminists have warned us, is to take liberal discourse at face value, which is both theoretically 
dangerous and empirically unsound. 
This dissertation has operated under the premise that the public-private divide is contingent 
and contested, but it has shown that the public-private binary informed contemporaries’ 
understanding of the world. Twentieth-century Chileans, whether communists or not, shared a 
worldview that distinguished private from public life quite sharply. The public and private spheres’ 
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interconnectedness noted by feminist scholars should not lead us to disregard their imagined 
separateness. We need to study these spheres’ separateness, even if fictitious, because this fiction 
was, and still is, utterly powerful, structuring social life while concealing its own workings. In its 
most extreme form, this fiction transformed the house into a fortress, controlled by the head of the 
household and protected from state interference. Needless to say, this was a highly gendered 
fiction. The head of the household was assumed to be male, and men’s suitability to public life 
was partly based on women’s and children’s dependent status. Habermas’s treatise on the public 
sphere needs to be read through gendered lenses, not left to gather dust on the bookshelf. 
Rather than dismantling the public-private binary, Chilean communism strengthened it and 
further expanded its reach. This reading of communism’s history casts doubt on common 
depictions of the twentieth century as a moment in history when the liberal order collapsed and 
was supplanted by rival and radically different ideologies, whether communism, fascism, or, most 
prominently in Latin America, populism. My research suggests that the explicit anti-liberalism of 
these novel ideologies did not bring about the end of liberalism’s reign. In Chile, some 
unequivocally liberal principles remained in force even after the rise of illiberal forces and the 
irruption of the masses onto the political scene. 
 
Did female communists have a better understanding of the interrelation of public and 
private realms? I feel tempted to answer with a qualified yes. Let me return to “The Latin Lover,” 
a short story by communist writer José Miguel Varas discussed in one of the chapters above. As 
explained in that chapter, the story narrates the love affairs of communist journalist Dantón Vidal, 
who worked for the party newspaper under the supervision of an unnamed editor—a barely 
fictionalized Varas. Atenea Rosales, the femme fatal of the story, explained her principled stance 
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on gender relations to the newspaper’s editor when he made the mistake of asking her in passing 
why she had chosen not to wash Dantón Vidal’s clothes, which had led to the discovery of their 
affair. Atenea Rosales replied with surprise, “Are you crazy? I’m a woman schooled in the ideas 
of Clara Zetkin, Rosa Luxemburg, and Alexandra Kollontai, my dear. I am willing to try 
everything that a man could want, expect doing laundry.”609 As this fictionalized anecdote 
suggests, communist ideology occasionally led to proto-feminist subjectivities like that of Atenea 
Rosales, who grasped the close interlocking of the personal and the political and took actions to 
subvert gender norms.  
However, the emancipatory potential of communism for women should not be overstated. 
The masculinist variant of communism that became orthodoxy in the 1930s and 1940s downplayed 
the contributions of Zetkin, Luxemburg, and Kollontai. Soviet canon left little room for these 
radical thinkers. The PCCH, like other communist parties, published very few of their writings, 
relying instead on excerpts from Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin when discussing women’s issues. 
Atenea Rosales was not entirely a fictional character, but the real Atenea Rosales—that is, the 
woman on whom Varas based her—was quite a peculiar character, indeed. Only the slow erosion 
of Stalinism after 1956 and the influence of second-wave feminist thought in the last third of the 
century increased the number of communists who, like Atenea Rosales, challenged the fictitious 
separation between private and public spheres and came to think of the meaning of communism in 
a different way. 
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